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This thesis posits that for W.D. Snodgrass, writing confessional poetry and 
autobiography is a quest to capture an autonomous voice within the literary past that 
he associates himself with, as well as deal with the contemporary realities of the 
literary marketplace. I focus on three texts—Heart’s Needle, After Experience and 
After-Images: Autobiographical Sketches, and how they mark Snodgrass’s 
development both as an individual and as a writer. While Heart’s Needle suggests a 
taking flight, a modest hope for a new beginning after Snodgrass’s first divorce, After 
Experience is more fragmented in structure. I would like to suggest that this is a 
strategy to overcome the constraints of the confessional voice in his poetry. After-
Images is Snodgrass’s only autobiographical work in prose. In it, Snodgrass 
attempts to come to terms with his tumultuous relationship with his family by 
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Introduction: Examining the Impulses of W.D Snodgrass’s Writing  
When Roy Scheele asked Snodgrass about the significance of the recurring 
fox image in Heart’s Needle, he replied, “I’m not sure… I tended to think of myself as 
a fox type as opposed to a hedgehog. I’d been reading Isaiah Berlin, and I thought, 
O.K., I wish desperately to be a hedgehog, and I can’t; I’ve got to try to play foxy” 
(Snodgrass, “Conversation with W.D. Snodgrass” 62). In his reference to Berlin’s 
essay, “The Hedgehog and the Fox,” Snodgrass thus aligns himself with writers and 
thinkers who “pursue many ends, often unrelated and contradictory, connected, if at 
all, only in some de facto way, for some psychological or physiological cause, related 
to no moral or aesthetic principle” in contrast to those “who relate everything to a 
single central vision, one system, less or more coherent or articulate, in terms of 
which they understand and feel” (Berlin). This experimental and playful streak seems 
to define his approach to writing. Snodgrass emphasised the importance of variety 
and experimentation again in his own essay, “A Poem’s Becoming,” where he states, 
“We tend to be foxes, not hedgehogs; pluralists, not monists. We tend to live by our 
physical senses and wits—not by some one rule we hope we can apply to every 
situation we encounter. We seek Becoming, and we find it in all ranges of 
experience” (Radical 54). The poem thus reflects the poet’s perception of the world 
around him, however flawed this view may be. It mirrors an “awareness of the self as 
positioned in space relative to other objects and other selves,” and a plastic 
existence that is responsive and vulnerable to outside influence (Radical 56).       
When he first began as a poet, Snodgrass insisted on proffering a vulnerable 
core of human experience through the presentation of his own subjective 
experience. This belief might seem mawkish and childlike to the reading audience 
today, who is already used to the pastiche and cynicism of Postmodernism, but 
2 
 
when Snodgrass first started writing in the late 1950s, such refusal to separate his 
selfhood from his artistic pursuits was even more striking, given the austere legacy of 
Modernism. In his seminal essay, “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” T.S Eliot 
posits that the poet must  
[continuously] surrender … himself as he is at the moment to something 
which is more valuable. The progress of an artist is a continual self-sacrifice, a 
continual extinction of personality . . .  Poetry is not a turning loose of emotion, 
but an escape from emotion; it is not the expression of personality, but an 
escape from personality (Eliot). 
 
The poet’s individuality becomes sublimated into the production of his artistic 
outputs as he “develop[s] or procure[s] the consciousness of the past and 
…continue[s] to develop this consciousness throughout his career.” Writing then 
becomes an act of discipline, a shaping of the artistic product so that it becomes a 
suitable legacy of an inherited literary past. But this insistence on the clinical 
separation between art and life felt outdated and stifling to Snodgrass and his 
contemporaries. In his preface to In Radical Pursuit, Snodgrass writes, “Coming after 
the followers of Eliot and Pound, many poets of my generation too found it as a 
special challenge to bring direct statements of feeling and idea back into poetry.” He 
continues,  
We simply do not know, either as citizens or artists, where we are going or 
what we want, what would be good for us or how to get it if we did know. The 
world, and we ourselves, are far too complex to be accounted for in any 
political doctrine, philosophical doctrine, conscious ideation. 
  
Perhaps (and only perhaps) it would be nice if such abstractions controlled 
our lives. In that case, ideas might become interesting. To me, however, it 
seems that every important act in our lives is both propelled and guided by the 
darker, less visible areas of emotion and personality (xi-xii). 
 
In contrast to Eliot’s conviction of the poet’s responsibilities to the literary past he 
inherits, Snodgrass’ conception of the poet’s role is more tentative and uncertain. 
The self-control and discipline that Eliot celebrates are too detached from the world 
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of subjective experience, where “darker and less visible areas of emotion and 
personality” shape the poet and his writing. Nowhere is this observation more 
evident than when we examine Snodgrass’s body of work—his writing spanned 
many genres, with each distinct period catalysed by personal curiosity or emotional 
crisis.   
Snodgrass’ debut, Heart’s Needle was published in 1959, the same year as 
Robert Lowell’s Life Studies. The title, Heart’s Needle already suggests an emotional 
impetus: it depicts Snodgrass’s heartbreak at losing his daughter in his divorce, and 
his attempt to pick up the pieces of his life. At that point in time, Snodgrass was 
studying under Robert Lowell at the University of Iowa, and was a relative unknown 
in literary circles. Lowell, however, was already an established and celebrated poet 
who had three volumes of poetry to his name (Land of Unlikeness [1944], Lord 
Weary’s Castle [1946], The Mills of the Kavanaughs [1951]). In spite of this, Heart’s 
Needle was awarded the Pulitzer Prize in 1960 while Life Studies won the National 
Book Award in the same year. Although Snodgrass believed that Louis Untermeyer 
(the chief judge of the Pulitzer’s Prize for that year)’s fondness for his work helped 
sway the vote in his favour, nonetheless, that award established his reputation as a 
poet (Snodgrass, “The Art of Poetry LXVIII”). In his letter to Elizabeth Bishop, Robert 
Lowell proclaimed that Snodgrass was “better than anyone except Larkin.”1 Hayden 
Carruth, in his review of Heart’s Needle remarked that “Snodgrass seems to me by 
far the best poet to have appeared so far” (27). Because of the highly personal verse 
in Heart’s Needle, Snodgrass was labelled as a “confessional” poet along with 
Robert Lowell, Anne Sexton, Sylvia Plath and John Berryman, who also revealed 
                                                             
1 Letter to Elizabeth Bishop, June 15th, 1961. 
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intimate details of their life in their poetry. He became continuously assessed by 
critics and peers alike by this yardstick, which he sorely resented.  
Despite the accolades, Snodgrass departed from the “confessional” style in 
his second collection of poetry, After Experience (Harper & Row, 1968). The 
unexpected popularity of Heart’s Needle wreaked havoc on Snodgrass’s creative 
and personal life. He found himself unable to write—After Experience was published 
only after a fallow period of nine years. He also went through a second divorce 
(Snodgrass, “The Art of Poetry LXVIII”). Perhaps because of his emotional upheaval, 
After Experience was more “wary, hard-edged [and] guarded” (McClatchy 137) in 
tone, compared to Heart’s Needle. In presenting an eclectic range that spanned from 
his more personal poems to poems inspired by paintings and his translations of other 
poetic work, After Experience anticipates Snodgrass’s experimentation as he 
developed as a writer. The range of After Experience was also indicative of 
Snodgrass’ fatigue and increasing disenchantment with mining his personal life for 
art. Between Heart’s Needle (1959) and After Experience (1968), Snodgrass wrote a 
slim volume of eight poems (Remains) of a highly personal nature, presenting his 
family in a very harsh light. He finally published Remains in 1970, under the 
pseudonym of S.S. Gardons to prevent “hurt[ing]” his family members. In his 
interview with Elizabeth Spires, Snodgrass said that while he didn’t set out to change 
his style in After Experience, “it did change… I came to feel that I had exhausted [it]” 
(Snodgrass, “Interview with Elizabeth Spires” 40). 
After Experience also marked a watershed in terms of how critics received 
Snodgrass’s poetry. Due to the collapse between the poet and his subject matter 
and the very public revelation of sometimes unsavoury private details that 
“confession” entails, to be a confessional poet became associated with having to 
5 
 
wear your heart on your sleeve, airing your dirty laundry in public to acknowledge or 
disclose one’s guilt “in search of absolution” (Harris 23). To judgemental eyes, 
confessional poetry became reduced to a self-indulgent exercise in the poet’s quest 
to relieve the symptoms of guilt. The mass appeal of confessional poetry did little to 
salvage its reputation, as some critics took its popularity as a sign that the poems 
have become the site of a festering, open wound that is displayed for an audience 
that is sometimes more fixated on the spectacle of pain than in the aesthetics of 
poetry2. There is no attempt, no discipline on the poet’s part to transform his 
emotional impulses into art. “[M]ired in seemingly insoluble difficulties, [the 
confessional protagonist]…functions close to the level of the reader” (Hoffman 690). 
Snodgrass felt the brunt of this bias in the reviews he received for After Experience, 
where “[h]alf of the reviewers gave me hell because it was exactly like the first book; 
the other half gave me hell because it was very different from the first book” 
(Snodgrass, “The Art of Poetry LXVIII”).  
By the time his third volume of poetry, The Fuehrer Bunker: A Cycle of Poems 
in Progress (BOA Editions, 1977) was published, the reception to his work had 
become a lot more critical. The Fuehrer Bunker was conceived when Snodgrass 
read Albert Speer’s Inside the Third Reich and decided to try a monologue in Speer’s 
voice, in an attempt to “guess at any guilts beyond those [that] he reveals” 
(Snodgrass, After-Images 151). Buoyed by his friends’ positive reception of this 
monologue, Snodgrass embarked on a cycle of dramatic monologues on the Nazis, 
which eventually became The Fuehrer Bunker. For Snodgrass, writing The Fuehrer 
Bunker brought about an epiphany of sorts:  
                                                             
2  In his article, “’With Your Own Face on”: The Origins and Consequences of Confessional Poetry”, Charles 
Molesworth remarked that confessional poetry contains “an ironic texture . . . [s]pun out of a mixture of self-
pity and self-display” (168). In his interview with Stanley Kunitz, Robert Lowell also admitted that poets of his 
generation “are more conscious of our wounds . . . than the poets before us” (89).   
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I think I started writing these poems with the same feelings that everybody 
had; how could those people have done those things? And then the more you 
look at the history of your own people, and your history since World War II, 
and you begin to see something about, yes, that’s how they could have done 
those things (Snodgrass, “Snodgrass Underground” 114). 
 
 However, he was not prepared for the sometimes searing criticism that he 
faced as a result of the book: Robert von Hallberg complained that the “personal 
revelations,” instead of giving further insight into the atrocities committed by 
personages such as Adolf Hitler, Eva Braun, Albert Speer and Joseph Goebbels, 
make them seem “kinky rather than compelling” (117). James Finn Cotter gave a 
more scathing critique of the volume of poetry, saying that “[i]f the reader wants his 
history or poetry, he should look elsewhere. Snodgrass is wasting his talent on that 
crew: let the dead bury the dead” (212). Despite the brickbats, The Fuehrer Bunker 
attracted the attention of Wynn Handman, the then director of the American Place 
Theater in New York, who requested Snodgrass to script a stage version of it 
(Snodgrass, After-Images 157). The stage production of The Fuehrer Bunker by the 
American Place Theater ran in New York from April to June 1981, and was directed 
by Carl Weber (Haven xi).  
Snodgrass subsequently began a series of collaborations with the painter 
DeLoss McGraw, fusing the elements of lyric and visual art to humorous ends. The 
light-hearted tone of the collaboration helped ease the distress Snodgrass felt after 
the hostile reception to The Fuehrer Bunker, and allowed him to experience poetry 
again as a free-wheeling form (Rogoff 890). Later, Snodgrass continued to translate 
poetry as well as to write essays on literary criticism. De/Compositions: 101 Good 
Poems Gone Wrong (Graywolf Press, 2001) arose out of his pedagogy—the book 
comprises of well-known poems that Snodgrass had revised, in order to show his 
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students how form and meaning are inextricable in a well written poem (Snodgrass, 
“Conversation with W.D. Snodgrass” 66) .  
In one of his last works, Snodgrass chose to ruminate on his life again. After-
Images: Autobiographical Sketches, was published in 1999 (BOA Editions). Despite 
the large amount of personal details furnished in After-Images, Snodgrass hesitated 
to call his work an “autobiography,” declaring in the preface that the book “consists of 
sketches conceived separately and at widely separated intervals,” and is not 
intended to provide “the complete view of [his] life which an autobiography would” 
(9). There is a tinge of melancholy with regard to After-Images: in his interview with 
Roy Scheele, Snodgrass said that he was writing mainly prose at that stage in his life 
because he suspected, “rightly or wrongly… [that] I can’t write poems now” 
(“Conversation with W.D. Snodgrass” 66). Although poetry had always given him a 
sense of comfort (Snodgrass, “In the Studio” 25), Snodgrass felt that he had lost that 
ease in working with verse.   
 Perhaps because of the breadth of genres he had engaged in, by the late 
1980s, Snodgrass seemed to have fallen out of favour with literary critics. William 
Logan suggests that Snodgrass’s writing has suffered as a result of his “eccentric 
obsessions.” He comments that “[a]mong our contemporaries, Snodgrass is the 
shining—or tarnished—example of a poet whose gifts, lavishly bestowed and then 
prodigally dissipated, have only rarely consoled him. The cloak of invisibility has 
under other conditions become Nessus’s toxic shirt” (113). Yet, Snodgrass could 
never shake off his reputation as a confessional poet.  In his review of After-Images, 
Jeff Grundy wryly notes, “forty years after publishing Heart’s Needle (1959), 
Snodgrass can be forgiven for resenting a pigeonhole in which he seems 
condemned to be stuck. Even the biographical note at the end of this book, despite 
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the author’s disclaimer at the beginning, cannot shake the label.” Snodgrass’s “own 
rather prickly independence” has allowed him greater freedom to experiment in his 
writing and to remain published. But it has also meant that unlike his peers, he has 
never carved out a body of work within a specific genre that defined his literary 
career, or managed to find “the general critical acceptance one might expect” (153). 
There is a sense of awareness of opportunities lost --in his 1994 interview with 
Alexandra Eyle, Snodgrass remarked that “I’m not exactly the height of fashion.” But 
when Eyle pointed out that Snodgrass had been “fashionable” in 1960s for his 
Pulitzer Prize winning Heart’s Needle, he grudgingly admitted to the fact 
(Snodgrass,”The Art of Poetry LXVIII”).The exchange is bittersweet: it underlines 
simultaneously his freedom as a writer to explore new terrains as well as his 
dependence on the acknowledgement of value (or sadly, the lack of it) that others 
place on his work.  
Snodgrass’s response also points to a more fundamental question about the 
writer’s relationship to his writing. The term ‘fashionable’ is a double-edged sword, 
flattering yet condescending at the same time. There is a certain glow, an elevation 
of status that comes from being associated with other writers, with a particular style 
that is current, and along with it, a certain commercial success with readers and 
critics alike. However, there is also a derogatory shadow to the term—it brings along 
with it a suggestion that one’s works have become too accessible and therefore, too 
“common,” to be able to say something new. The term also suggests a loss of 
autonomy to the fickleness of the literary world—that the writer is seen as 
‘fashionable’ because of his critics and readers, and that his works will soon be 
discarded in favour of the ‘next big thing’ that comes along. Jon Stallworthy once 
remarked that “[t]he media in America are always looking for a new boxer and a new 
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film star and a new poet. The intense spotlight of celebrity in which the Lowells and 
Sextons are put is difficult for a poet” (Middlebrook 363). Given that a writer has to 
walk such a hazardous tightrope, perhaps it might be better to be a fox, to gain 
certain autonomy so that one can pursue many ends in writing and not be defined by 
a distinct product. In contrast, writers who are hedgehogs might find themselves so 
helmed in by their single central vision that it becomes a burden long after their 
writings cease to be ‘fashionable.’   
 The “I” statement that Snodgrass made in his response to Eyle also marks a 
curious collapse between the writer and his writing—in the consumption of his work 
by critics and readers, the writer and his literary product become enmeshed into a 
single entity. This has been a bone of contention for Snodgrass, especially with 
regard to his more personal writings. Yet, this collapse seems to be a necessary 
consequence of his craft. In an interview with Hilary Holladay, Snodgrass admitted 
that while there is a downside to writing personal poetry, he pointed out that “there’s 
a difference between exposing yourself and displaying yourself. If you can’t do it 
without making a display out of it, I don’t think you ought to do it.” For Snodgrass, 
while exposure connotes an unvarnished revelation of the personal, to display 
oneself in writing seems akin to an ostentatious form of self-disclosure that is 
designed specifically to draw attention to itself—it marks the beginning of a vicious 
cycle, where the writer’s “hunger for fame” compels him or her to do more of the 
same in subsequent writing3 (Snodgrass, “Original Confessional Poet”). Thus, he 
was aware that there are sacrifices in revealing aspects of his private life in his 
writing. In confessional poetry and autobiography, the two genres examined in this 
                                                             
3
 Snodgrass was specifically talking about Anne Sexton in the interview: “I think she had very great gifts, but if 
you let your ego get in the way of it, if you hunger for fame—the whole fame game is terribly destructive” 
(Snodgrass, “Original Confessional Poet”).   
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thesis, Snodgrass constructs his subjectivity in relation to the home. However, in 
presenting this intimate space to the reader’s eyes, Snodgrass risks being 
consumed--by the reader’s unremitting gaze, and by his possible desire for approval 
that such attention confers. Given such a premise, the home becomes a site where 
Snodgrass presents himself as a work in progress, negotiating the extent of the 
reader’s gaze into his personal life. The title of this thesis (“Homecoming: The 
Development of Voice in Selected Writings of Snodgrass”) reflects the alternating 
rhythm of departure and return home that Heart’s Needle, After Experience and 
After-Images depict. Snodgrass wrote Heart’s Needle (1959) and After Experience 
(1968) as a younger poet, while After-Images was published in 1999, thirty-one 
years after After Experience. Yet, despite the years that have passed, Snodgrass 
returns to this familiar/ familial space repeatedly, reconstructing himself as a father, a 
husband, a son and a writer in his writing. While the writer’s voice has often been 
associated with a characteristic idiom,4 Abrams and Harpham point out that the term 
also conveys a “pervasive authorial presence, a determinate intelligence and moral 
sensibility, who has invented, ordered, and rendered all these literary characters and 
materials in just this way” (287). This distinct personality is conveyed in the text’s 
tone towards the depicted subject matter, and the reader himself or herself. The 
writer’s voice is also fluid, and reflects the writer’s stance as he or she progresses in 
life. This thesis argues that Snodgrass’s voice in these three texts evolves, reflecting 
his changing concerns in self-representation at different points of his career. While 
Snodgrass does revisit certain autobiographical events in his works, his perspective 
towards these events is influenced by the context at the point of writing.   
                                                             
4 Alvarez describes it as “the vehicle by which a writer expresses his aliveness,” (23) and “changes as you [the 
writer] change” (11-12). 
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Although poetry and autobiography are usually discussed as distinct genres, it 
is possible that they can be analysed within a spectrum in which fact and fiction 
overlap. While the autobiography is usually considered as non-fiction, this 
categorization has been called into question.  In his essay, “The Autobiographical 
Pact,” Philippe Lejeune states, “[w]hat defines autobiography for the one who is 
reading is above all a contract of identity that is sealed by the proper name. And this 
is also true for the one who is writing the text” (qtd. in Smith and Watson 8). As such, 
the central figure of the autobiography must correspond to a historical self, in order 
to honour “both the historic and the aesthetic dimension” of the genre (Stelzig 22). 
However, Jo Gill and Melanie Waters point out that this central figure in 
autobiography –the “proper name” that binds the contract that Lejune speaks of, is 
also a construct that is called into existence by the text. As such, the subjectivity of 
autobiography is “an effect, not a point of origin” (4). While Lejeune discounts poetry 
when he defines the autobiography as “a retrospective account in prose that a real 
person makes of his existence stressing his individual life and especially the history 
of his personality” (qtd. in Gill and Waters 2), the distinction between autobiography 
and other forms of self-representation in writing is more fluid than it seems. In her 
review essay, “Autobiography in the Aftermath of Romanticism,” Candace Lang 
suggests that what distinguishes the autobiography from other forms of self-
representation in writing is intention. She proposes that the term “autobiography” 
should be reserved for “works in which a first-person narrator explicitly declares his 
intention to account a major portion of his experiences and/or his reflections on those 
experiences.”5 All other works that seek to represent the self without such explicit 
                                                             
5 Lang also admits that authorial intention is notoriously difficult to establish, and that her definition of 
“autobiography” is rudimentary at best, for it does not fully address the referential dimension of the 
autobiographical text (6).  While James Olney talks about the importance of such a distinction, he does not 
fully describe how to differentiate the autobiography from what is “autobiographical” (250).  
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intention should be labelled “autobiographical” (6). Yet, the candour that Lang 
demands is rare. As Paul Theroux points out in his article, “The Trouble with 
Autobiography,” writers are endlessly creative when it comes to pushing the 
boundaries of the genre. Perhaps it might be more useful to think about 
autobiography as what Theroux calls a “literary self-portraiture”: as an artistic 
endeavour rather than a dispassionate account of events in the writer’s life 
(Theroux).  
Jo Gill and Melanie Waters mention that in some ways, the autobiographical 
“I” functions similar to poetry’s lyric “I,” which “asks us to accept the possibility that 
the ‘I’ is autobiographically referential while simultaneously insisting that it need not 
be”(3). Although the autobiography presents a coherent chronological narrative to 
the reader, it is nevertheless an “imaginative reconstruction of the past,” where the 
autobiographer incorporates insights that occur at the time of writing to “retroactively 
alter the significance of previously recounted experience” (Stelzig 20). Such 
complication is also seen in the confessional poetry that Snodgrass became known 
for earlier in his career. Like autobiography, confessional poetry takes the writer’s 
personal life as raw material for self-representation, and depicts a trajectory where 
this represented self is transformed over time. Also, like the autobiographical subject, 
the confessional subject is similarly divided between “a “narrated ‘I’ located in the 
narrative’s past, and a narrating ‘I’ located in the narrative’s present” (Radstone 22). 
The stability of the lyric “I” is further complicated when we consider the use of 
persona in confessional poetry. Samuel Maio points out that whether “consciously or 
not”, in creating a persona, the confessional poet “substitutes for his…literal, 
historical self a literary self as [the] voice of the poem, one that is sincere but not 
altogether authentic” (2). Thus, the priority is to present “a congruence between 
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avowal and actual feeling,” not to document the poet as a historically accurate 
presence (3). Maio proposes that we see the genre as a spectrum whereby the poet 
adopts different stances, varying the distance he puts between himself and the 
literary self that he represents in the poems (24). 
Therefore, despite the difference in genres, this thesis argues that it is 
possible to see Snodgrass’s self-representation in poetry and autobiography as 
occupying a range of subject positions in writing, in relation to the intimate space of 
the home. Heart’s Needle, After Experience and After-Images are autobiographically 
referential, but differ in the ways in which life is mined and interpreted for art. Heart’s 
Needle marks Snodgrass’s beginning as a poet, and reflects his search for a more 
intimate and less embellished voice that would be the right vehicle for him to depict 
the loss of his daughter after the collapse of his first marriage. In a way, its stripped-
down language and emotional intensity also reflected Snodgrass’s desire to escape 
from the “high-flown language” that he felt had seeped into his writing while under 
Lowell’s instruction. (Snodgrass, Seven American Poets 375) Heart’s Needle reflects 
an emotional openness that seemed almost mawkish and too eager for approval at 
times, a trait that prompted Elizabeth Bishop to complain in her letter to Robert 
Lowell: “Snodgrass is really saying, ‘I do all these awful things,--but don’t you think 
I’m awfully nice?’”6 
Despite the painful events depicted in Heart’s Needle, it ends on an optimistic 
note, suggesting a modest hope for a new beginning. However, After Experience, 
which was published nine years later, is less so. Although there are poems that 
feature the same persona from Heart’s Needle, Snodgrass departs from the 
confessional style, venturing into ekphrastic poems and translations of other poets’ 
                                                             
6 Elizabeth Bishop’s letter dated June 15th, 1961.  
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work. This fragmentation can be interpreted as a strategy to overcome the 
constraints of the voice he had established in Heart’s Needle, and a quest to inhabit 
the roles of other literary personas in the poetry that he chose to translate. It also 
manifests Snodgrass’s desire for an artistic breakthrough and his emotional fatigue 
in mining his personal life for artistic inspiration.     
After-Images is Snodgrass’s only autobiographical work in prose. He once 
said that “writing prose is so difficult for me that I never attempt it until I feel fairly 
sure that I have something new to say about a subject” ( Radical ix).  Thus, to 
venture into prose after experimenting with other genres of poetry can be seen as 
the fruition of his maturity as a writer. In After-Images, Snodgrass revisits his 
depiction of his family in Remains, one of his most confessional works. In doing so, 
Snodgrass attempts to come to terms with his tumultuous relationship with his family. 
If Heart’s Needle and After Experience depict Snodgrass’s aesthetic breakthroughs 
in his poetic voice, then After-Images represent an achievement of a more personal 
nature. Snodgrass’s perceived lack of familiarity with prose may have been 
instrumental in helping him overcome his resentment towards a familiar subject 
matter. In prose, Snodgrass was able to achieve an emotional distance that was 
missing from Remains, and to present a more sensitive depiction of his family.  
Perhaps for Snodgrass, to “play foxy” means finding a space to express the 
vulnerability of human experience through the act of literary creation. While what is 
presented might be a personal, and hence, an isolated experience, by embodying it 
within his writing, Snodgrass encourages the reader to suspend his judgement for a 
while, and experience the written text itself in “its own reading time…from beginning 
to end, as a piece of dialogue spoken by someone to someone and for some 
personal reason (Radical 54). Writing thus, can never be a total “escape from 
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personality,” as Eliot claimed. It constructs an intimate connection between the writer 
and the reader where vulnerability can be expressed. The written work is thus 
infused with the writer’s sensibility, and provides a window into the writer’s 
perceptions of himself and the world around him.   
If the writer is intertwined with his literary product, then it is necessary that he 
makes sense of his autonomy within the mechanism of production, promotion, and 
consumption of the literary marketplace. For Snodgrass, “play[ing] foxy” is also a 
strategy to maintain autonomy in a literary marketplace that seeks to confine him 
within specific categories. Through his writing, he is constantly in the process of 
defining and refining his literary lineage, straining the neat boxes that critics try to put 
him in. It is a journey of departure and return, much like that portrayed in Heart’s 
Needle. While the writer is concerned about staking claims on a literary tradition, he 
also seeks to liberate himself from the literary heritage which he articulates in his 
writing. As such, writing becomes a negotiation between the writer and the literary 
past he inherits. Snodgrass himself says,  
I remember when I was in school, we were taught to write obscure, brilliant, 
highly symbolized poems about the loss of myth in our time, and you know, it 
suddenly began to occur to me that I didn’t care about the loss of myth in our 
time; I was glad to be rid of the stuff... But we were all writing poems about 
what we thought “The Waste Land” was about. None of us had bothered to 
find out that “The Waste Land” wasn’t about that at all. We thought it was 
about that because you could make doctoral dissertations by talking about all 
the learned allusions in “The Waste Land” and how it was about, you know, 
the need for a “meaningful myth” in our lives; nobody had noticed it was about 
Eliot’s insane wife and his frozen sex life (qtd. in McClatchy 282).  
His statement about starting out as a poet points out another hazard of following 
what is ‘fashionable’—there was an unquestioning acceptance of what others 
consider as valuable, without any reflection on whether that value is authentic to the 
self. Snodgrass’s use of the journey motif can be interpreted as an effort to define his 
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literary inheritance, and his development as a writer. The journey motif forms an 
overarching structure uniting Heart’s Needle, After Experience and After-Images. 
Taken together, these three texts depict a personal epic of sorts, a mythical journey 
of departure and return that is comparable to Eliot’s “Waste Land.” Even though 
Snodgrass thumbed his nose at the emotional distance and the density of literary 
allusions in Eliot’s opus, he is, through his writing, shoring up the fragments of his 
personal and literary ruins to salvage a discrete presence. 
 This thesis explores the development of Snodgrass’s aesthetic in his more 
personal works. Such insistence on the sensibility of the writer perhaps runs counter 
to the development that has taken place in literary criticism, where the influence of 
the author over how a text is read and interpreted has been called into question, 
particularly after Barthes famously declared the death of the author in his essay of 
the same name. However, the choice to give attention to the writer in this thesis does 
not mean ignoring the possible responses of the reader to the work. Rather, it is to 
acknowledge the craft of writing as a constant refinement. Criticism on Snodgrass 
tends to focus on his poetry, seeing each phase of his work as distinct episodes that 
mark his eclectic career.7 However, such division is impossible, for as the texts 
examined in this thesis show, Snodgrass had a tendency to revise his work. Also, 
although After-Images was published in 1999, there has been little critical attention 
to it, both as a text and as a source of illumination on Snodgrass’s writing.  Thus, by 
examining the development of Snodgrass’s aesthetic within a particular thread of his 
writing, this thesis aims to place After-Images as part of the impulse that compelled 
Snodgrass to write personal poetry when he first started out as a poet.        
                                                             
7  In his review of Snodgrass’s Selected Poems 1957-1987, Michael Milburn points out that “many 
contemporary readers dismiss Heart’s Needle and After Experience as dated relics of the 1960s confessional 
school, and the more recent poems as the evidence of a talented poet’s falterings (sic)”(4). See also William 
Logan’s caustic essay on Snodgrass in Reputations of the Tongue. 
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Chapter 1: Coming into Voice in Heart’s Needle 
What we now know as confessional poetry has its origins in M.L. Rosenthal’s 
review of Life Studies, where he claimed that Lowell “removed the mask” of the 
modernists and that his speaker was “unequivocally himself” (qtd. in Hartman 43). 
Rosenthal coined the term “confessional poetry” to “reflect both the autobiographical 
subject matter of the poetry and its connections, however undefined, to a similar 
impulse in the literary tradition from Augustine to Wordsworth and Whitman” (qtd. in 
Hoffman 687). In doing so, Rosenthal links the unflinchingly personal verse practiced 
by Lowell and his contemporaries (including Snodgrass) as a successor to a tradition 
that begins with earlier confessional texts of a religious nature, as exemplified by the 
Confessions of St Augustine, where self-analysis is valued “as a means of exposing 
the fallibility of humanity and affirming the ultimate authority of a divine knowledge 
beyond the individual’s grasp;” and continues to later Romantic texts such as 
Wordsworth’s Prelude and Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, which are primarily 
concerned with “the affirmation and exploration of free subjectivity” (Felski 87).   
Earlier confessional texts typically depict a spiritual journey from sin to 
redemption, which ends in the “discovery of vocation” and the “dedication of the self 
to God” (Dodd 4). Yet, Gilmore points out that the confession is bound by a 
discourse that is both spiritual and juridical. It establishes a triad of relations between 
the confessing subject, the tale and the listener/witness so that it is “both possible 
and necessary to tell the truth.” In telling his or her tale, the confessing subject 
narrates his or her own culpability for transgression to a listener/witness who both 
verifies the truthfulness of the narrative as well as stand in for the abstract authority 
of God or the Law (121). Hence, unlike the idealised perception of the confession as 
a celebration of a personal and exalted relationship to a divine being, the structure of 
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confession reveals it to be “an ‘effect’ of power relations, a discourse of truth 
produced … within the context of a particular authority” (122).  
Earlier confessional texts also had an instructional dimension-- in presenting 
the journey to spiritual salvation, they also serve as cautionary tales that highlight 
what could have been a straight path to eternal damnation. Later confessional texts 
dwell less on this lofty theme. Instead, there is an unequivocal celebration of 
individualism that seems to suggest that the abstract authority that is symbolised by 
the listener/witness has disappeared. However, Felski argues that this is a 
misconception, because the confessing subject has internalised the standards of this 
abstract authority and has turned judgement inwards upon himself or herself. This 
creates a paradox, as the attempt to assert a privileged autonomy in writing creates 
a heightened awareness of the individual’s “profound dependence upon the cultural 
and ideological systems through which [any self-representation] is constituted” (88). 
Therefore, even as the poet asserts his independence in the text, he becomes aware 
that the autonomy he proclaims is coloured by the cultural and ideological biases 
that he had originally hoped to escape.      
Confessional poetry lacks the grandeur of Romanticism, which proclaims a 
vision of an essential, universal self that can be uncovered in writing. Instead, the 
confessional poet trains his focus on the minutiae of personal life, surfacing very 
frequently taboo subjects to the public eye in his poetry. This quality disarms the 
reader from establishing a critical distance. Joanna Gill points out that our reading of 
the contemporary confessional text is complicated by the way the writer invites our 
gaze into this private space: there is a gamut of reactions, encompassing “the 
compelling dialectic between fascination and revulsion, sympathy and horror, guilt 
and relief; the desire to look coupled with the reluctance to know the truth” (81). Yet, 
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she also notes, “where the gaze is invited, there is neither privacy nor invasion. Our 
presence [as readers] is in, every sense of the word, authorized” (83).       
In his review of Heart’s Needle, Hayden Carruth remarks that 
 
the little girl in the poems of Snodgrass is so patently, so painfully, the 
daughter of the man himself, the poems contain references so clearly 
meaningless to anyone but the people who occur in them, that in my mind the 
question raises itself whether or not the poems should ever have been 
published at all. This is not simply a matter of propriety, but of the warping 
sentimentality that is engendered in the recording of experience so little 
transmuted from private specificity (29).  
 
He accuses Snodgrass of not making a distinction between autobiography and art, 
thereby turning his poetry into a display of mawkishness—an example of the 
confessional poetry currently glutting the market.8 Yet, in “Finding a Poem,” 
Snodgrass describes the aesthetic decisions he undertook in the sixth poem of the 
“Heart’s Needle” sequence so that the poetic structure is “adequate to … 
experience” (Radical 28). Thus, for Snodgrass, the autobiographical and the artistic 
endeavour are fused—the former provides the subject matter and the emotional 
drive, and the latter, the form in which the personal can be expressed. In “Heart’s 
Needle,” Snodgrass presents a mythologised version of himself-- the “I” is the 
principal speaker, and Snodgrass infuses the title poem with personal incidents that 
correspond closely to his private life. In doing so, he delineates the text as an 
introspective space where he could investigate his own limits as a poet, as a father, 
and as a man. Although Snodgrass does don the masks of other personae in Heart’s 
Needle (most notably in “Orpheus” and “Papageno”), the principal traits that define 
the main persona in Heart’s Needle are hesitation and vulnerability. He is frequently 
                                                             
8
 Alfred Kazin remarks that “autobiography of one kind or another” in contemporary American writing 
has become “all too fashionable.” He claims that there would not be “so much confessional poetry and 
fiction” around “if there were not so many readers who seem to read no poetry and prose that is not 
confessional” (qtd. in Stelzig 27).  In his examination of Berryman’s poetry, David Haven Blake also 
discussed how the popularity of confessional poetry in the Sixties “developed into an unusually 




trying to make sense of where he stands in relation to the changes he observes 
around him. These changes are echoed in the natural landscape of Heart’s Needle, 
in poems such as “April Inventory,” and in the dreamlike atmosphere that pervade 
poems like “Ten Days’ Leave,” which emphasise how fragile the persona’s sense of 
self is. It is always in a state of flux, reflecting how his sense of autonomy is 
dependent on other individuals and his environment.  
Carruth also protests against the intrusion of the readers’ gaze into the 
“private” space of familial relations, in what he claims is an unmediated “recording of 
experience.” However, the intensity of the readers’ gaze is highly mediated. The 
“Heart’s Needle” sequence draws attention to its construction by the gaps in time 
between each poem. What we are presented with, then, is a snapshot of the father 
and daughter’s relationship at selected moments in time. It is this alternate rhythm of 
focus and attenuation that propels “Heart’s Needle,” mirroring the child’s movement 
back and forth between two homes—the household that the persona leaves behind 
at the end of his divorce, and the new household that he establishes in his 
subsequent marriage. The home becomes a site where familial relationships are re-
negotiated. Despite this, the persona always yearns for the closeness he used to 
share with his daughter. Roberta Rubinstein posits that 
[n]arratives that engage notions of home, loss, and/or nostalgia confront the 
past in order to ‘fix’ it, a process that may be understood in two 
complementary figurative senses. To ‘fix’ something is to secure it more firmly 
in the imagination and also to correct—as in revise or repair it. Even though 
one cannot literally go home again (at least, not to the home of childhood that 
has been embellished over time by imagination), it may be recoverable in 
narrative terms (6).  
 
For Snodgrass, this statement applies not only to the “Heart’s Needle” sequence, but 
also for the whole volume of Heart’s Needle. Heart’s Needle reclaims this familiar 
space of home, enabling him to uncover a poetic voice that is perhaps, intact despite 
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the pain of experience. Heart’s Needle occupies an important place in Snodgrass’s 
mind, not only because of the difficulty in gestation, but also because it marks his 
beginning as a serious poet. He described this process in his interview with Philip 
Hoy: 
[f]or two whole years, I wasn’t able to write anything. Finally, I went into 
psychotherapy, which showed me that the problem wouldn’t go away while I 
went on talking about it in fancy psychological language. I had to get away 
from that, to start talking about the problem in my own voice (Snodgrass, 
Seven American Poets 375). 
  
The period of silence that preceded Heart’s Needle marked a period of fallowing and 
cleansing, to move away from “fancy psychological language” into his own voice. 
This is also significant, as Heart’s Needle was also Snodgrass’ response to Randall 
Jarrell’s criticism of his earlier poems that he was writing “the very best second-rate 
Lowell in the whole country.” Snodgrass said, “[Jarrell] didn’t care for the high-flown 
language, the pretension. ‘What are you trying to do,’ he said, ‘turn yourself into a 
fireworks factory?’” (375). Hence, Heart’s Needle is also the culmination of an inward 
journey of discovery, stripping away superfluous external influence to unearth his 
own poetic voice.  
  It might seem strange to associate a male poet like Snodgrass with the 
home, since “[l]argely, though not exclusively, the house has been symbolically 
associated with the man who has earned it; while the home has been sentimentally 
associated with the woman who operates it” (Cohn, qtd. in Gamber 37). However, in 
Heart’s Needle, the symbol of the house cannot be separated from the emotional 
attachments that make it “home,” for gender roles are not always that distinct. In 
“Heart’s Needle,” the persona admits that he is an “absentee bread-winner,” yet he 
declares himself his daughter’s “real mother,” his familial attachment overriding his 
guilt at his inability to earn and upkeep the home. Snodgrass told Hilary Holladay 
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that he wrote “Heart’s Needle” “at least partly in the hope” that his daughter “would 
eventually see them” (Snodgrass, “Original Confessional Poet”). Thus, by claiming 
the maternal body in his poetry, Snodgrass insists on his sentimental connection to 
his daughter, despite feeling that perhaps, like the persona, he has forfeited some of 
it by his failure to be fully present for her.   
The journey motif is thus also about Snodgrass finding his way back home to 
recover his relationship with his daughter, his emotional connection to her 
functioning like an inner compass that constantly guides him back. However, the 
journey back home seems destined to end in disappointment, for the sentimental 
connection to his daughter that Snodgrass misses is no longer recoverable in the 
present. Homecoming is tinged with nostalgia—Snodgrass longs “for a home that no 
longer exists or has never existed” (Rubinstein xiii). Rubenstein points out that 
nostalgia is also a temporal displacement, as “[e]ven if one is able to return to the 
literal edifice where s/he grew up, one can never truly return to the original home 
…since it exists mostly as a place of imagination” (4). However, homecoming need 
not be thought of as a wasted journey. Confronting the image of the home as it is, 
and not as what Snodgrass imagined it to be, allows him to shake off the shackles 
that bind him to an idealised past and reassess his present circumstances. This 
allows him to establish new bearings and to gain “an awareness of the self … 
relative to “other objects and selves” (Snodgrass, Radical 56). It is only in re-visiting 
the past that Snodgrass realises that he has to redefine how  he perceives his 
relationship with his daughter in order for him to remain present in her life.  
Sandra M. Gilbert argues that while the male confessional poet is able to 
observe himself as a “representative specimen with a sort of scientific exactitude” 
even “romantically exploring his own psyche,” such “self-assured, normative 
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sensibility” is not granted to the female confessional poet, as “even at her most 
objective she feels eccentric, not representative; peripheral, not central” (445). 
However, Snodgrass does not assume such easy self-assurance, for to him, writing, 
especially poetry, meant being “feminine” (Snodgrass, “The Art of Poetry LXVIII”). In 
presenting his relationship with his daughter after his divorce in Heart’s Needle, 
Snodgrass depicts a narrative of loss, which forces him to occupy an ambiguous 
position where he has to re-negotiate his gender identity through his familial 
relationships. Read in this context, Heart’s Needle creates a sheltered space in 
which the poet can nurture and restore his sense of self in relation to the broken 
home he has returned to.  
  The allusions employed in Heart’s Needle enhance its cyclical structure, and 
heighten the poignancy of homecoming. Snodgrass credited Gustav Mahler’s cycle 
of songs, Kindertotenlieder (“Songs for the Death of Children”), which was set to 
texts from the poet Friedrich Ruckert, for the inspiration behind the cycle of ten 
poems that makes up the title poem of Heart’s Needle (Snodgrass, “The Art of 
Poetry LXVIII”). Indeed, “Heart’s Needle” itself can be considered a song cycle-- a 
group of songs—or in this case, lyric, designed to be performed in sequence as a 
single entity. But this cohesion does not pertain to just “Heart’s Needle” alone. The 
book itself is a song cycle in two parts, knitted together by the literary and musical 
allusions that Snodgrass employs. These aural cues supplement the limitation of 
sight in Heart’s Needle, which reflects the motif of loss in Kindertotenlieder, reducing 
the speaker to a spectral presence who attempts to assess his relationships with 
others through fallible eyes.  
Hélène Cixous and Catherine Clément argue that not all journeys are created 
equal. “[A] boy’s journey is the return to the native land, the Heimweh Freud speaks 
24 
 
of, the nostalgia that makes a man a being who tends to come back to the point of 
departure to appropriate it for himself” (93). However, while the homecoming 
depicted in Heart’s Needle fits the genre of the masculine journey, the literary 
allusions used by Snodgrass defeat such easy categorisation. Carol P. Christ points 
out that women’s quests tend to “vertical rather than horizontal: women dive, 
surface, fly” (qtd. in Greene 303). While women are also motivated by nostalgia, they 
have less access to the memories of the past as they have tended to occupy a 
position in history where their contribution is silenced and forgotten (Greene 296). As 
a result, women have to look beneath and above the surface in order to “come back 
to the point of departure” (Cixous and Clément 93). However, suggestions of flight 
pervade Heart’s Needle, melding both masculine and feminine journeys. Snodgrass 
quotes The Frenzy of Suibhne9 in the epigraph to “Heart’s Needle” in his dedication 
of the cycle of poems to his daughter, Cynthia:  
’Your father is dead.’ ‘That grieves me,’ said he. ‘Your mother is dead,’ said 
the lad. ‘Now all pity for me is at an end,’ said he. ‘Your brother is dead,’ said 
Loingsechan (sic). ‘I am sorely wounded by that,’ said Suibne. ‘Your daughter 
is dead,’ said Loingsechan (sic). ‘And an only daughter is the needle of the 
heart,’ said Suibne. ‘Dead is your son who used to call you “Father,”’ said 
Loingsechan (sic). ‘Indeed,’ said he, ‘that is the drop that brings a man to the 
ground.’ 
 
The Frenzy of Suibhne tells the story of the mad flight of Suibhne, King of Dal 
Araidne from tree to tree after he was cursed by the Bishop Ronan Finn for casting 
his psalter into the lake and killing his serving-man. The Bishop cursed Suibhne, 
saying that he “shalt be one with the birds”, and “even as he came stark-naked to 
expel me, may it be thus that he will ever be, naked, wandering and flying throughout 
                                                             
9
 Also known as Buile Shuibhne. The Frenzy of Suibne is a twelfth-century narrative in Irish 
concerning the adventures of a king named Suibne, who is supposed to have flourished in Ulster in 
the seventh century but for whom there is no historical evidence. He lost his reason at the battle of 




the world” (O'Keefe). The epigraph to the title poem anticipates the frame by frame 
structure of “Heart’s Needle,” as each poem presents a vignette of the persona at a 
particular moment in time at different locales, paralleling Suibhne’s mad flight. Like 
Suibhne, the persona seems doomed to wander. The epigraph is also significant 
because it marks the moment of Suibhne’s return to civilization. The death of each 
family member that Loingseachan narrates brings Suibhne closer to his fall.  After 
Suibhne falls from the yew tree, Loingseachan puts his arms around him and urges 
him to “[b]e still, [and] let thy sense come” (O'Keefe). Similarly, Heart’s Needle is also 
a quest for a refuge so that Snodgrass can “be still” and make sense of his 
relationship with others. The motifs of flight and birds also complement the 
soundscape in Heart’s Needle, offering an elevated perspective that relieves the 
emotional turmoil depicted in the book.  
McClatchy notes that the three poems which open Heart’s Needle depict a 
“chronical and spiritual” return home and “introduce themes that in later poems will 
be felt in [the persona’s] relationships to others and the present, as here they focus 
on his relationships with himself and his past” (289). The persona’s sense of 
disorientation is palpable—in “Ten Days Leave,” he blinks when he disembarks from 
the dark train into the noonday sun, “lack[ing] the nerve to open his eyes.” The reality 
of his return sears him—as a result, he can only give an account of a muted 
experience that is only approximated through the use of similes. There is a sense of 
déjà vu, as if “His dream [has been kept] asleep here like a small homestead/ 
Preserved long past it’s time in memory.” The title “Ten Days Leave” suggests a 
respite, a break from the routines of another place, but Snodgrass does not reveal to 
us the specific geographical location of the point of the persona’s departure and his 
destination; or when this “Ten Days Leave” was taken. We are left with a 
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dreamscape that is heavily tinged with nostalgia, too delicate and unreal to “touch;” 
and where friends, folks and strangers blend into an undefined mass. Despite the 
familiarity that the persona presumes, he is alienated from his past.  
This dual perspective of wanting to belong yet feeling profoundly alienated is 
reinforced by the structure of the poem. Except for the final stanza, which consists of 
only two lines, the poem is written in quatrains, with the first and third line of the 
stanza sharing the same rhyme, and second and fourth, another. The strict end 
rhymes underscore the persona’s need to make sense of where he stands, in 
relation to the familiar sights that he encounters. The regularity of the form, coupled 
with the predominantly iambic meter of the poem creates a soothing lull, much like 
that of a lullaby, or the mechanical rhythm of the “toy trains on a track” that he 
compares his family to. It reflects the persona’s desire for comfort and a sense of 
belonging, despite feeling like he has become a “tourist” back home. Yet, this 
unease is not easily quelled. The spondee that begins the third and fifth stanza and 
the semi colon that follows (“But no;”) breaks the soporific rhythm, marking a distinct 
pause during self-conscious moments of doubt where the persona becomes 
intensely aware that there is a bifurcation between the reality of his isolation and the 
familiar sights he was once part of. This is reinforced by the final stanza, when the 
persona wonders, “when/ He’ll grow into his sleep so sound again.” This thought 
ends the poem prematurely, as if further rumination will disturb the sound sleep of 
his return.      
Similarly, “Returned to Frisco, 1946” and “μητις … Οủ τις”10 show the 
persona’s sense of isolation even as he speaks of his relationships with others.  Like 
                                                             
10
In Book 9 of The Odyssey, when Polyphemus asks Odysseus for his name, Odysseus tells him that 
it is “μη τις,” Greek for “no one,” but run together as “μητις,” it means wily scheme, resourcefulness.  
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“Ten Days’ Leave,” “Returned to Frisco, 1946” does not reveal the place of 
departure. It portrays a soldier’s homecoming that anticipates the literary allusion to 
Homer’s Odyssey in “μητις … Οủ τις.”  The anticipation of return is the pivotal 
moment of the poem:  
 We shouldered like pigs along the rail to try 
 And catch that first gray outline of the shore 
Of our first life. A plane hung in the sky 
From which a girl’s voice sang: “. . . you’re home once 
  more.  
 
The persona is at sea, approaching San Francisco, and indistinguishable from the 
other returning soldiers just like him. Yet, Snodgrass compares him and his fellow 
comrades to livestock, reducing them to beings dominated by pure appetite and 
instinct. The dreamlike atmosphere is echoed in the “gray outline of the shore” that 
the persona clamours to get a glimpse of, the “haze” that envelops Alcatraz, and the 
“fading” view of The Golden Gate as the ship moves towards the harbour, 
suggesting how unreal the return home is. The sense of time in the poem is 
disrupted by sound, heightening the persona’s uncertainty. The “girl’s voice” from the 
plane jolts the persona back to the recent past, an old life “planned” by “authoritative 
lies” in the navy. The melody is ironic, for although she sings, “…you’re home once/ 
more,” he is “worried for “[w]hat could still catch us by surprise.” His mind brings him 
back to the “hostile beaches” of enemy territory, and this fear taints the anticipation 
he feels in coming back home.  
The first stanza is the only five-line stanza in the poem, with a rhyme scheme 
of abacb. The fourth and fifth lines form the fulcrum upon which the whole of the 
poem, with its anticipation of pleasures upon the return, rests. The ellipsis in the 
                                                                                                                                                                                             
When Odysseus blinds Polyphemus in his eye, he tells the other Cyclopes that “Οủ τις,” or nobody 
hurt him, and was ignored as a result (Homer Book 9).    
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fourth line creates a lingering pause before the lyrics of the song are revealed, 
isolating that particular moment of the poem as an epiphany of sorts. Yet, the 
deliberate ending of that line at the word “once” creates a palpable tension in the 
stanza. Both an adverb and a conjunction, it potentially anticipates either a return, 
reinforcing the title of the poem, or more disappointingly, the beginning of a condition 
that needs to be fulfilled before the return can occur. Although the fifth line consists 
only of a single word (“more”), its presence releases the tension accumulated in the 
previous line and pulls the rest of the poem back to the premise set by the title.  
The subsequent stanzas are quatrains, with the first line of each quatrain 
rhyming with the third line, and the second, with the fourth line of the stanza, echoing 
the rhyme scheme of “Ten Days Leave.” The regular rhythm created by the fixed end 
rhymes create a sense of security that lulls the persona to an imagined vision of a 
future where he is “Free to choose.” However, this is debatable, for what follows is 
an anticipation of satiated appetites, not an elevation of consciousness, as he 
“linger[s] over streak and white, soft bread”, and “prowl[s] all night” and “sleep all 
day.” Still at sea, it is unclear whether he is able to put the horror of war behind to 
claim his much-desired future once he reaches shore. Just as the girl’s voice offers a 
momentary jolt to the persona’s sense of anticipation, the seagull’s shriek in the 
fourth stanza marks the moment where the persona consciously decides to put aside 
his worry. Sound then, functions in the poem to remind him of the past that he 
wishes to leave behind and the promised respite that is tantalisingly within his reach, 
even as the haze that surrounds him compromises his vision. Such insights emanate 
from objects in flight (the plane, the seagull), highlighting the persona’s limited 
perspective, even as he journeys to shore. It is ironic that human singing is tainted 
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with the memory of fear, while the shriek of the seagull brings about a sense of relief, 
but a suspension of thought.   
“μητις … Οủ τις” is dedicated to the psychiatrist R.M Powell, whom Snodgrass 
“never saw,” comparing him to Polyphemus (McClatchy 290). Snodgrass takes on 
the persona of Odysseus, furthering the motif of a soldier’s return that has been 
established in “Ten Days’ Leave” and “Returned to Frisco, 1946.” In many ways, 
“μητις … Οủ τις” is a continuation of “Returned to Frisco, 1946.” Written in sonnet 
form, the song-like rhythm of “μητις … Οủ τις” reminds the reader of the singing girl’s 
voice in “Returned to Frisco, 1946.” Like Odysseus, who finds himself shipwrecked 
back to Ithaca, the persona finds himself “home once more,” but “home alone [in] No 
Man’s land.” The false name that Odysseus gives to Polyphemus-- “Οủ τις”, meaning 
both “resourcefulness” and “no one,” becomes a reality upon his homecoming as he 
sees “nothing [he] dare[s] recognize.” While he has landed on solid ground, he is still 
unable to find his bearings, echoing both the hazy landscape in “Returned to Frisco, 
1946” as well as the mist that Athena shrouded Ithaca in to prevent Odysseus from 
being recognised by others.  
Typographically, “μητις … Οủ τις” resembles the Petrarchan sonnet, with a 
visual break between the octave and the sestet. Conventionally, the unbalanced 
bipartite shape of the Petrarchan sonnet creates a momentum of pressure and 
release, with the “turn” in line 9 presenting a “logical or emotional shift by which the 
speaker enables himself to take a new or altered or enlarged view of the subject” 
(Fussel 115-116). While “μητις … Οủ τις” does provide the tension in the octave 
where Polyphemus captures the persona, there is arguably, no complete release in 
the sestet even though the persona manages to escape. Although the external threat 
has disappeared in the sestet, the persona remains haunted by his sense of 
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dislocation—it is a moment of introspection and fragility, where he must be “brought 
… home” and led by others. Comprising two quatrains in the octave, with a rhyme 
scheme of ababcdcd, and two tercets in the sestet, with a rhyme scheme of efeghg, 
“μητις … Οủ τις” deviates from the conventional abbaabba cdcdcd structure of the 
Petrarchan sonnet. While the conventional rhyme scheme reinforces the semantic 
relationship within the octave and the sestet, Snodgrass’s adaptation is more 
suggestive of a narrative in progress, and in a way, more characteristic of Odysseus, 
who is always in motion. By appropriating the visual form of the sonnet and adapting 
its rhyme scheme, Snodgrass sought to bring to his subject matter the emotional 
intensity usually associated with the sonnet even as he conveyed a narrative that is 
in the process of unfolding.  
The allusion to Odysseus as well as the sonnet structure of the poem 
suggests that the self-recognition that the persona is searching for can only be 
attained through other senses than by vision alone. It is through physical contact with 
his bow that Odysseus is able to establish his rightful position as the King of Ithaca 
and the head of his household—Homer describes this moment as such:  “As a 
minstrel skilled at the lyre and in song easily stretches a string round the new leather 
strap…so he strung the great bow without effort or haste. Then with his right hand he 
tested the string, and it sang as he plucked it with a sound like a swallow’s note” 
(Homer Book 21). The bird image suggests that Odysseus has come full circle, for 
swallows “migrate and return to the nest they previously inhabited” (Jones xx). 
Similarly, it is not enough for the persona to “kneel by my old face” along the “Still 
waters” to “know [his] name,” for the arrival home only marks the beginning of this 
journey towards self-recognition. The agency that characterises the octave ebbs into 
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dependence and uncertainty in the sestet. Like Suibhne, the persona in “μητις … Οủ 
τις” has to put his faith in others’ hands in order to know himself again.   
 Of all the poems in Heart’s Needle, “Ten Days’ Leave,” “Returned to Frisco, 
1946” and “μητις … Οủ τις” depend more heavily on the “enjambed iambic 
pentameter,” a cadence that also characterised Lowell’s earlier works (Milburn, 
“Metamorphoses” 81). However, they also reflect Snodgrass’s increasing ease with 
the formal instruments of metre and rhyme, and a more intimate, almost 
conversational voice that veers away from the “high-flown language” he associates 
with Lowell (Snodgrass, Seven American Poets 375). The allusions and the 
soundscape in “Ten Days’ Leave,” “Returned to Frisco, 1946” and “μητις … Οủ τις” 
remind the persona that the discrete sense of self he is looking for in his journey 
home is always shifting and constructed in relation to others. This awareness is also 
reflective of Snodgrass’s quest for an authentic poetic voice as well. His use of 
allusion and his appropriation of poetic forms suggest that the development of a 
discrete voice does not mean discarding the “consciousness of the past” (Eliot), but 
rather a continual adaptation of literary tradition to accommodate his subject matter.  
This is particularly evident in “Orpheus,” where Snodgrass once again dons 
the mask of a mythological figure. This choice of persona is poignant, for “Orpheus” 
represents both an acknowledgement of and a departure from Snodgrass’s literary 
mentor, Lowell. In After-Images, Snodgrass recounts an evening working with 
Stanley Kunitz and Lowell on the latter’s translation of Rilke’s “Orpheus. Eurydice. 
Hermes,”11 around the time when Snodgrass was working on Heart’s Needle. 
Although Snodgrass was uncomfortable with the liberties that Lowell took in his 
translation, it nevertheless left a strong impression on him—“however un-Rilkean” 
                                                             
11 Lowell’s translated version, “Orpheus, Eurydice and Hermes” was published in The Hudson Review in 1959.  
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Lowell’s version was, it was, in Snodgrass’s opinion, “brilliant” (110). He was 
intrigued by how Lowell had taken Rilke’s original as “a springboard into a related, 
but different, poem” (109).   
While Snodgrass could not overcome his scruples about translation, 
preferring to stay close to the “denotative sense” of the original in his own 
translations of verses and songs (Snodgrass, Selected Translations 12), in poetry, it 
is a different matter. “Orpheus” can be read as Snodgrass’s “un-Rilkean” adaptation 
of the original, fusing both Rilke’s and Lowell’s poems. While Rilke and Lowell utilise 
a third-person persona and focus on the triad of relations between Orpheus, 
Eurydice and Hermes, Snodgrass features only Orpheus’s voice in a dramatic 
monologue, highlighting Orpheus’s isolation as he embarks on the monumental task 
of retrieving his bride from hell. By excluding all other frames of reference, the 
dramatic monologue also amplifies Orpheus’s internal emotional landscape for the 
reader, depicting how he stumbles tragically because of his human flaws. The poem 
is largely written in iambic tetrameters, the quickened pace mirroring Orpheus’s 
anxiety in retrieving Eurydice, and hastening the narrative towards its inevitable 
conclusion. Orpheus begins, his “[s]tone lips to the unspoken cave;” he stands 
stationary, poised at the threshold between the land of the living and the dead and 
frozen by the scale of the task that lies before him. The harsh sibilant syllables are 
reminders of the snake that took Eurydice’s life, and the reason for Orpheus’s 
journey. The image of Orpheus at the entrance of the cave also echoes the final 
stanza of Rilke and Lowell’s versions. Rilke describes Orpheus as a dark figure 
“before the shining exit- gates” (Rilke, “Orpheus. Eurydice. Hermes.” 53), while 
Lowell portrays him as “dark against the clear entrance” (Lowell, “Orpheus, Eurydice 
and Hermes”). By alluding to the final stanza of both Rilke and Lowell’s poems, 
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Snodgrass already anticipates Orpheus’s failure, even before he begins his journey. 
Also, while Rilke and Lowell show Orpheus’s ascent back to the threshold that 
divides the dead from the land of the living, Snodgrass does not. The mouth of the 
cave in Snodgrass’s poem functions as an objective correlative of Orpheus’s hubris, 
his limited visual perspective reflecting his lack of self-awareness. Snodgrass’s 
“Orpheus” thus differs from the tale of tragic loss that Rilke and Lowell depict. In 
foreshadowing Orpheus’s loss and choosing to focus on his humanity, Snodgrass 
portrays a story of a man who needs to come to terms with the consequences of his 
own fallibility. While Rilke and Lowell depict the landscape of hell as an inversion of 
the natural world, in Snodgrass’s poem, hell is littered with manmade landmarks 
such as “blind alleys” and “mazes,” paralleling how Orpheus is led towards an 
outcome that he cannot avoid because of hubris.  
While Orpheus’s objective is clear at the beginning, he is distracted as the 
poem progresses. He becomes enamoured by the control his voice radiates, when 
“held all hell to hear my will.” The structure of the poem also reflects Orpheus’s 
resonating pride: Snodgrass points to the exact moment where Orpheus is doomed 
to fail, long before he is aware by breaking the rhyme scheme established in the first 
four stanzas. The poem consists of 13 stanzas of seven lines, and in each stanza, 
with the exception of the fifth, the first line rhymes with the fourth, the second with 
the fifth, and the third line, with the sixth and seventh. The progression of end 
rhymes thus mirrors the forward motion of Orpheus’s journey. However, when 
Orpheus describes his voice as “Lost in this grievous enemy,” unbeknownst to 
himself, he loses his focus and momentum as well. As his eyes linger on the 
sleeping forms of the inhabitants of hell, the rhyme scheme stagnates in the fifth 
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stanza and vacillates between two end rhymes, with the first line rhyming with third, 
fourth, sixth and seventh line, and the second line with the fifth.  
Ironically, just as his own voice is able to soothe the monsters and tortured 
inhabitants of hell, it also overpowers his senses. This prevents him from fully 
understanding the rules that govern the land of the dead and following the advice 
that would allow him to bring Eurydice safely back. The structure of the poem also 
illustrates Orpheus’s self-indulgence—eight stanzas are devoted to the effects 
Orpheus’s song has on the inhabitants of hell, and his request to Hades and 
Persephone to let Eurydice live again. Only four stanzas describe Eurydice and their 
journey back to the world of the living. In the ninth stanza, Orpheus describes 
Eurydice as “[w]andering” and “uncertain,” the line extending to an iambic 
pentameter to reflect her laboured movements. Yet, the meter of the poem 
subsequently reverts to the tetrameter, reflecting Orpheus’s scant regard for the 
object of his affection. Orpheus is in love with himself—he is unable to listen to and 
trust in others. In the end, his quest is undone by a “white flashing of mistrust”—he 
turns, and loses Eurydice again. If the function of the poem is to “turn grief into 
song,” then, unfortunately, this song now rings empty, for the object of affection is 
lost twice (Donoghue 41). When he first lost her, Orpheus’s singing had purpose, 
opening a physical path for him towards Eurydice and propelling the motions of the 
narrative. But in losing her a second time, his song loses its momentum, pattering 
out in the final stanza, where he declares, “my life has gone”. If “Orpheus” is “grief 
turned into song,” then it is a song of irrevocable loss.  
 Above all, “Orpheus” is an intimate portrait of a fallible individual who learns 
too late that our awareness of the self is dependent on “other objects and other 
selves” ( Snodgrass, Radical 56). In losing Eurydice, Orpheus begins to understand 
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that “No moon outlives its leaving night/ No sun its day.” The poignancy of his loss is 
heightened by the wordplay on live/leave, showing how intertwined he is with the 
object of his affection. In “Heart’s Needle,” the most personal of all his poems in the 
book, Snodgrass seeks to avoid such a tragic ending. “Heart’s Needle” depicts the 
breakdown of Snodgrass’s marriage with Lila Jean Hank and his new marriage with 
Janice Marie Ferguson Wilson. Like his daughter, Cynthia, Snodgrass finds himself 
in transition. While he is still a father to the daughter he has left behind in a previous 
marriage, he is also trying to make sense of his new life with “another wife/ another 
child.” The poem maps out his emotional struggle from uncertainty to confidence, 
juxtaposed against Cynthia’s growing independence. J.D. McClatchy notes that on a 
typescript of “Heart’s Needle” sent to Theodore Roethke on August 25, 1957, 
Snodgrass had given a title to each of the poems in the sequence, and under each 
added the season which it recounts (296-97):  
1. The Cold War (Winter 1952) 
2. Planting (Spring 1953) 
3. The Separation (Summer 1953) 
4. Evening Visitation (Autumn 1953) 
5. Loss of Feeling (Winter 1953) 
6. Reviving (Spring 1954) 
7. Fledging (Summer 1954) 
8. Ferment (Autumn 1954) 
9. Deadlock (Winter 1954) 
10. Returning (Spring 1955) 
It begins with “The Cold War,” and ends with “Returning,” yet it is unclear 
where the poet is returning to; or worse-- if he is returning to the frozen relations 
depicted in the first section of the sequence. Thus, the original titles suggest a 
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stalemate situation where the poet can only trace and retrace the well-worn tracks of 
loss and pain, despite the passing of time. By obliterating the titles and leaving only 
numbers to mark the transition between sections in the final draft, Snodgrass 
heightens the chronological arrangement of the cycle of poems. Each poem thus 
narrates a particular moment in time which cannot be revisited, propelling both the 
reader and the poet towards the end. This enhances the transition that the poet 
experiences as he reaches a new understanding of himself and his daughter, as 
individuals apart from each other. McClatchy notes that “[a]s both a completely other 
person and still a part of himself, his daughter provides Snodgrass a unique 
occasion to confront his self at a point where all his relationships converge” ( 297). 
But this portends a sense of loss and anxiety, for Snodgrass has to give up his 
idealised image of himself in order to see his daughter as an individual. “Heart’s 
Needle” charts Cynthia’s growth from 1952 to 1955, and while Snodgrass still feels 
protective towards her, he realises that she is “already growing strange” to him. In 
the fifth poem of the cycle, Snodgrass observes that Cynthia has become braver, no 
longer needing him to comfort her during “squalls and storms.” She is also more 
independent, gaining another life that Snodgrass knows little about. She “chatters 
about new playmates” and “sing[s] strange songs,” and does not recognise the 
lullabies that Snodgrass used to sing to her. Thus, even though Snodgrass would 
like to reclaim the relationship he used to share with Cynthia, he is aware that the 
dynamics have changed, as she is not the child that he remembers.  
  Lynda E. Boose remarks that within the patriarchal nuclear model of the 
family,  
t]he daughter’s struggle with her father is one of separation, not displacement.  
Its psychological dynamics thus locate the conflict inside inner family space. 
Father-daughter stories are full of literal houses, castles, or gardens in which 
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fathers … lock up their daughters in the futile attempt to prevent some rival 
male from stealing them (33). 
 
Within the patriarchal nuclear model, the daughter is seen as the father’s property, 
the flesh of his flesh that is destined to be given away to her husband upon marriage. 
The loss of a daughter upon her maturity is thus a psychic wound to the father. 
Although Cynthia is still a child in “Heart’s Needle” and marriage a far off prospect, 
Snodgrass’s divorce with his first wife means that he loses the control that the 
patriarch exerts over his daughter-object. Subsequently, there is a sense of anxiety 
in “Heart’s Needle” as Snodgrass tries to define his role as a father to Cynthia 
beyond the patriarchal nuclear model. The “rival” that threatens to displace 
Snodgrass’s relationship with his daughter is not another male, but his first wife, Lila 
Jean Hank. In the opening poem of “Heart’s Needle,” he calls Cynthia “Child of my 
winter, born,” a comparing the icy relations between himself and his first wife to the 
Korean War (McClatchy 298). In the volta of “Heart’s Needle,” she takes on a 
discrete form, as a shrieking red-winged blackbird, “slapping frail wings” to prevent 
Snodgrass from getting close to her “tough nest” (Snodgrass, Radical 26-27). The 
blackbird’s calls remind Snodgrass that he is now a stranger to the “nest” he has left 
behind, and this knowledge echoes through the landscape of “Heart’s Needle.”  
Snodgrass thus occupies a conflicted position towards Cynthia: he is drawn to 
her because she is his beloved daughter, but she also reminds him of his past 
relationship with his ex-wife that he would “as soon forget.” Nevertheless, Cynthia 
also offers a possibility of redemption for Snodgrass, for through her, he feels that he 
can somehow make things right. He takes comfort in her innocence, her young mind 
“a landscape of new snow,” that is “[s]potless as paper spread/ For me to write.” She 
is the tabula rasa upon which he can write himself anew from the ruins of his first 
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marriage. Snodgrass performs the rituals of childcare and homemaking so that he 
can remain true to his claim to Cynthia that “I am your real mother.” He “learned to 
fry omelettes and griddlecakes so [he]/ could set [Cynthia] supper at [his] table,” and 
brought her on various outings.  
Yet that dedication is not as rosy as it first appears to be, for Cynthia is also 
“Love’s wishbone,” the “pendulum” that reminds Snodgrass of his own situation—he 
is also the patriarch of a new household, and an outsider to the wife and child he has 
left behind in his first marriage. His interactions with Cynthia are also interrupted by 
his responsibilities to his new family. Images of nets and traps abound in the poem, 
suggesting that Snodgrass is prevented from being the ideal father that he wants to 
be as he is maimed by the “toothed, blue steel” of his current marriage. His 
responsibilities to his new household intrude into the time he spends with Cynthia. In 
poem 9, he recounts a visit to the Museum of Natural History with Cynthia and his 
stepdaughter, where play turned into an altercation. 
the patchwork dodo stands 
where you and your stepsister ran 
laughing and pointing. Here, last year, 
you pulled my hands 
 
and had your first, worst quarrel, 
so toys were put up on your shelves. 
 
 Snodgrass continues, “I forced you to obedience; I don’t know why.” The image of 
the dodo is telling—an extinct, flightless bird that has no place in the real world 
beyond the walls of the museum, it seems to suggest that Snodgrass has been 
holding on to an image of an ideal fatherhood that is outdated and overly romantic, 
given that Cynthia has grown and is not the spotless “landscape of new snow” that 
Snodgrass can impose his will upon. The patchwork pattern of the dodo is also a 
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physical manifestation of the patchwork family that he now has, which competes for 
his attention.  
Brian Brodhead Glaser points out, 
[i]f modern fatherhood is understood as sustaining a relationship that will allow 
the daughter to grow in her capacity to love, to become capable of leaving her 
father behind as her most significant male relationship, the prospect of this 
loss is something of a threat to the individuality of the father, and betokens a 
kind of loneliness. His function is to prepare for himself to be surpassed (30). 
But this is a lengthy process that requires much effort on the father’s part, for he 
needs to relinquish his control over his daughter to allow her to make choices that 
will let her grow as an individual. It also means that the father has to accept the 
decisions his daughter makes apart from him. For Snodgrass, accepting his 
daughter’s autonomy proves doubly difficult, as the divorce prevents him from being 
as involved in his daughter’s life as he would have liked. As such, the mutual faith 
and trust that Glaser observes in the modern father and daughter relationship seems 
out of reach for Snodgrass—he does not reach this readiness until poem 10. Even at 
the end of poem 9, he says, “I cannot fight/ or let you go,” a reflection of his 
dejection. In the final poem of “Heart’s Needle,” his daughter returns “on the 
miniature painted train,” to Snodgrass’s relief, re-establishing him as her father (“And 
you are still my daughter”). It is her decision to return, more than any effort on his 
part to take care of her, which completes his vision of himself as a father.      
Thus, “Heart’s Needle” presents a vivid portrait of the emotional trauma of a 
divorce. The motifs and the allusions that Snodgrass employs highlight the haunting 
sense of loss, but also the triumph of a fallible individual rebuilding his life anew. It is 
sincere in presenting an unvarnished picture of masculine vulnerability in a world 
where men were still expected to be strong, silent, and impenetrable as fortresses. 
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Heart’s Needle presents homecoming through a series of departures and returns, 
suggesting that “home” is not so much a physical place, but rather, our emotional 
attachment to others that define who we are. This emotional attachment resonates in 
the musicality of the volume, joining the two parts of Heart’s Needle together. It is the 
rhythm of the heartbeat, its alternate release and contraction that allow us to depart 
from the space of the home to explore our limits, yet return to this emotional centre 
to find ourselves again. Stylistically, Heart’s Needle also reflects Snodgrass’s search 
for a poetic voice that could suitably present his personal experience. While certain 
poems remind the reader of Lowell, Snodgrass shows an increasing ease with meter 




Chapter 2: Breaking Free in After Experience  
It took nine years of struggle after Heart’s Needle for Snodgrass to publish 
After Experience (1968). The success that accompanied Heart’s Needle stifled him. 
Burdened by the meteoric rise in his reputation, he became unable to write.12 He was 
also frustrated by what he saw as politicking in literary circles—what he termed as 
the “po-biz” in After-Images (119). He found himself suddenly having to navigate 
relationships with other writers, publishers and anthologists, an experience that he 
wryly compared to “like dropping, at one step, from a concrete sidewalk into waist-
deep muck” (118). In her letter to Snodgrass on 18th November 1959, Anne Sexton 
made a prophetic quip: “I think the rat race will kill you” (92). Perhaps Snodgrass was 
lucky that he managed to survive the “rat race” of poetry business, but it took a 
considerable toll on his personal life—his second marriage broke up and he divorced 
from Janice Marie Ferguson Wilson in 1966 (Snodgrass, “The Art of Poetry LXVIII”).  
Ironically, Snodgrass also found himself constricted by his newfound poetic 
voice. The confessional style that he became known for became a tiresome net that 
enmeshed his reputation along with other poets—namely Robert Lowell and Anne 
Sexton, who were also writing poems of a personal nature. These three shared a 
relationship that nurtured as well as chafed. Robert Lowell, in particular, cast a 
looming shadow over Snodgrass, as both his teacher and his supporter. Snodgrass 
had a cordial but uneasy relationship with Lowell. In his memoir, “A Liberal 
Education: Mentors, Fomenters and Tormentors,” Snodgrass revealed that  
For a long time, I avoided Lowell—partly to keep my language and poetic 
practice free from his. But also conversely, because he had written me that he 
                                                             
12
 Robert Dana recounts an accidental meeting with Snodgrass in the early or mid-1960s, where Snodgrass 
admitted that he hasn’t “written a thing in two years.” Dana notes that “[t]oo many readings, too many 
lectures, too many public appearances had carried him away from poetry” (296).   
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was taking my poems about my daughter—which might never have been 
published without his support—as a model for his own. I found this, in one I 
had nearly worshipped and whose style had so dominated me, hard to live 
with (466). 
 
While Snodgrass admired Lowell’s writing to the extent that he was cautious 
about adapting Lowell’s poetic voice as his own, he was also uncomfortable when 
the literary giant13 decided to depart from his formal verse to take on a more intimate 
voice for his poetry, much like Snodgrass’s style in the “Heart’s Needle” sequence. 
The publication of Heart’s Needle also reflected Snodgrass’s uneasiness at his 
relationship with Lowell--while Heart’s Needle marked Snodgrass’s attempt to break 
away from Lowell’s influence on his writing, Snodgrass also depended on Lowell’s 
approval and reputation to sell his books. Lowell’s comments were quoted on the 
dust jacket of Heart's Needle (1959) and After Experience (1968), suggesting that 
the relationship was sustained long after Snodgrass’s days as a graduate student 
poet at the University of Iowa. Lowell’s admiration for Snodgrass’s work was evident 
in his comments—he marvelled at how Snodgrass “flowered in the most sterile of 
sterile places, a post war, cold war Midwestern university's poetry workshop for 
graduate student poets" (Lowell, qtd. in McClatchy 283). On the dust jacket of After 
Experience, Lowell wrote, “Snodgrass’s After Experience is very different and better 
than Heart’s Needle. How few writers ever advance on a brilliant first flight.” Lowell 
extended the same generosity to Anne Sexton, who studied under him at Boston 
University in 1959 upon Snodgrass’s advice. Lowell wrote the blurb to her first 
                                                             
13 See Hilene Flanzbaum’s article, “Surviving the Marketplace: Robert Lowell and the Sixties” The New England 
Quarterly, 68.1 (1995), pp. 44-57, and Joe Moran’s “The Author as a Brand Name: American Literary Figures 
and the "Time" Cover Story”, Journal of American Studies 29. 3 (1995), pp. 349-363 for discussion on Lowell’s 
savviness in managing his public persona.   
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volume of poetry, To Bedlam and Part Way Back (1960), and for All My Pretty Ones 
(1962) (Middlebrook and George xviii).14  
However, Lowell’s kindness with Snodgrass and Sexton had unintended 
consequences for all three of them. As their books were published within months of 
each other,15 in the eyes of reviewers, what was intended to be personal and 
singular in their poetry became effaced into a flatness designated by the category of 
“confessional poetry.”16  In his letter to Elizabeth Bishop on August 9, 1960, Lowell 
confided:  
I feel I am her [Sexton’s] half-discoverer and now can’t keep up with her new 
admirers. I don’t think anyone could admire the best Snodgrass more than I 
do, but a fellow named George Elliott Jr. to whom I once made some 
qualifications on Snodgrass, now takes a swipe at me in the Hudson, and 
calls my book [Life Studies] a fake Heart’s Needle. I guess I’ll soon be a fake 
Sexton in the Hudson.  
 
 This frustration is also expressed by Sexton. In her letter to Snodgrass in 
May 1963, Sexton told him that “it is irritating to all of [us] to have reviewers call 
Lowell, Snodgrass and Sexton (and now [Frederick] Seidel) a new school of 
conformity” (Sexton 163). And when she wrote to Gene Baro regarding James 
Dickey’s negative review to All My Pretty Ones in the New York Times Book Review, 
she expressed the same sentiment again: “I must say I am tired of being grouped 
with Robert Lowell and Snodgrass…I admire them separately but I really feel that 
we’re all quite different”(167). Like his relationship with Lowell, Snodgrass’s 
friendship with Sexton began to cool from early 1962. “Tired by the constant 
                                                             
14 See also Sexton’s letter to Jon Stallworthy (May 27, 1963), where she says that she has never asked Lowell 
“in person for an opinion or a blurb or a say-so but let Houghton Mifflin do the ugly job for me.”  
15Snodgrass’s Heart’s Needle and Lowell’s Life Studies were published in April 1959. Sexton’s To Bedlam and 
Part Way Back came out in March 1960.  
16
 See David Haven Blake’s article, “Public Dreams: Berryman, Celebrity and the Culture of Confession” 
American Literary History 13.4 (2001), pp716-736 for a discussion of how confessional poetry functions in the 
literary economy.   
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requests for critiques and reassurance, he had stopped writing to her so frequently” 
(“Editor’s Note” 162).    
Snodgrass's withdrawal from his relationships with the very “confessional” 
poets that were grouped together with him in the public’s eyes is also mirrored in 
After Experience, which displayed a heavy emphasis on objects and a troubling, 
retrospective gaze. Perhaps out of the frustration at the string of professional and 
personal tragedies in his life at that moment in time, Snodgrass trained his eyes on 
the minutiae of day-to-day living. In his review of After Experience, Denis Donoghue 
remarks, “[t]he book is full of care for things by which life is preserved, if it is 
preserved… And many poems imply a life long ago, far away, which man and wife 
lived and shared. Now the objects of that life are gone, but mortally active too, as 
reminders, mementos“(42). Robert Boyers also notes that “[p]erhaps the poet has 
been so very relentless in the cataloguing of those things that in essence constitute 
the reality of his experience, an experience so fragile, so impermanent as to have left 
no other marks on the poet’s psyche” (60). However, it would be wrong to dismiss 
After Experience as merely a self indulgent rumination on the flotsam and jetsam of 
broken relationships. Herbert Leibowitz describes After Experience as a “poetry of 
stress and tentative reconstruction,” a rebuilding of the poet’s world after 
“[r]ummaging” through the pieces left behind by tragedy (561). In raising the spectre 
of the past, Snodgrass offer an examination of how objects of everyday life become 
saturated with emotional significance, which allows loss to be seen in perspective.  
As with Heart’s Needle, After Experience seeks to recover a loss “in narrative 
terms”(Rubinstein 6) in its presentation of the home. In some ways, the first four 
poems of After Experience can be seen as a continuation of the “Heart’s Needle” 
sequence. “Partial Eclipse,” “September,” “Reconstructions,” and “The First Leaf” 
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depicts a daughter’s growth as the persona attempts to come to terms with his 
broken marriage. The visits and the routine of childcare that these poems depict, 
coupled with the age of the child (“Reconstructions” talks about the child’s “six-year 
teeth”), remind the reader of the relationship between himself and Cynthia that 
Snodgrass depicted earlier in “Heart’s Needle.” The nature motif, the structured end 
rhymes and the strict meter of the poems reinforce this association. These 
characteristics may be the cause of Judson Jerome’s remark that in some ways, 
After Experience offered “more of the same” (46).  
 Yet, After Experience features little of the sentimentality and 
hopefulness of “Heart’s Needle.” J.D. McClatchy comments that the tenor of After 
Experience “is wary, hard-edged, guarded, perhaps more pessimistic, certainly more 
experienced” (137). While his daughter formed the emotional centre that Snodgrass 
could tether himself to in “Heart’s Needle,” he becomes unmoored in After 
Experience. Taken together, “Partial Eclipse,” “September,” “Reconstructions,” and 
“The First Leaf” portray a Cynthia who is growing apart from Snodgrass. Robert 
Phillips points out this sad situation when he comments on “Reconstructions”:  
“always outward, away from the poet himself, the loved ones go” (102). But 
Snodgrass is not a passive victim of abandonment—the poem also depicts the ways 
in which familial interaction is warped. “Reconstructions” portray an older child who is 
capable of recognising casual acts of cruelty, unlike the innocent child portrayed in 
“Heart’s Needle.” Cynthia reenacts her parents’ posessiveness towards herself by 
offering her doll to Snodgrass “[t]o sing songs to, bubble and nurse,” but later, 
grabbing it away and insisting that it is her “child.” What is perhaps more distressing 
is that Cynthia becomes equally capable of infliciting such acts upon others less 
powerful than herself, as seen in her dismissal of the plant that she has to leave 
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behind and her interactions with the family dog. Thus, the adults’ actions are 
reconstructed in the child’s play and behaviour. As a result, Snodgrass notes, “I 
memorize you, bit by bit, /And must restore you in my verses.” Writing becomes a 
token of affection, as Snodgrass re-members in the tangible form of his poetry the 
daughter that has since grown strange to him with the passing of time. However, it is 
also an act of betrayal, as this tangible expression of love becomes a commodity that 
is sold to “magazines.”     
But it is not always clear if this rumination on the past is productive. In her 
book, The Future of Nostalgia, Svetlana Boym cautions against longing for the past. 
She claims that nostalgia is “a romance with one’s own fantasy” (xiii)-- the nostalgic 
rebels against the idea of progress, and “desires to …turn it [the past] into private or 
collective mythology, to revisit time like space, refusing to surrender to the 
irreversibility of time that plagues the human condition” (xv). Indeed, the relentless 
march of time is depicted in the final stanza, where Snodgrass bows down to the 
practicalities of life as a divorcee, reconstructing the casual cruelties he observes in 
his daughter: “We left you at your mother’s; now/ We’ve given the dog away.”  
However, despite the pain associated with rumination, the mythologisation of 
personal loss in nostalgia need not be an unhealthy fixation. The transmutation of 
loss into narrative is both a reflection upon the experience, as well as a restoration of 
the self—a healing process that allows the writer to be whole again. Snodgrass 
notes in “Reconstructions” that “We keep what our times allow/ And turn our grief 
into play.” Thus, instead of seeing retrospection as a clinging on to a hopeless 
romantic vision of a lost time and space, or a site of trauma, perhaps it can be seen 
an attempt to make the most of what has already happened. In exploring the 
tangible, if broken reality revealed in objects, rather than what Snodgrass hopes 
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things to be, the painful remnants of past are recontextualised, revealing a quiet faith 
in the future.  
   Hence, in spite of the pessimism, After Experience demonstrates the 
restorative powers of nostalgia in coming to terms with loss. After Experience shares 
the same two-part structure as Heart’s Needle, but it is less evocative. The structure 
seems to have been imposed for convenience’s sake and reflects neither the subject 
matter nor the chronology of the poems that make up the volume. Part I comprises of 
Snodgrass’s original poems, while Part II is made up of Snodgrass’s translations of 
other poetry. After Experience is also more polyphonic: besides portraying an 
extension of the principal persona established in Heart’s Needle, Snodgrass also 
experimented with other personae. “Vampire’s Aubade” is a parody of the form, while 
“Edmund to Gloucester,” a searing monologue of spite from Edmund to the Earl of 
Gloucester, is a commissioned piece for the celebration of the fourth centenary of 
Shakespeare’s birth. Part I ends with a cluster of five ekphrastic poems. In its breath 
of vision, After Experience anticipates the range of genres that Snodgrass will later 
embark on in his career.  
The range of voices in After Experience can be seen as an expansion of 
perspective beyond the autobiographical “I” established in Heart’s Needle. This 
chapter will be examining Snodgrass’s translation of Rilke’s poems and his 
ekphrastic poems: the alternate perspective provided by other artistic works helped 
him refine his attitude towards writing and catalysed his own writing process. It is 
perhaps no small coincidence that the paintings that Snodgrass chose to work on in 
his ekphrastic poems are suggestive of enclosure, a reflection of his own restricted 
artistic perspective during those difficult years of writing.  
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Etymologically, ekphrasis means “speaking out” or “telling in full” (Heffernan 
302). Originally used to refer to evocative description—or in Quintilian’s words, 
“laying out the subject before the eyes (sub oculos subiectio),” it was more a 
rhetorical term, describing the “technique or quality of literary or oral composition” in 
antiquity (Francis 2). The term came into currency in the world of English and 
Comparative Literature as a result of Leo Spitzer’s influential study on Keats’ “Ode 
on a Grecian Urn” (1955), where he claimed that the Ode “belongs to a genre … of 
the ekphrasis, the poetic description of a pictorial or sculptural work of art” (Spitzer, 
qtd. in Webb 10). In doing so, Spitzer removed ekphrasis from the rhetorical 
background it used to denote in antiquity and reinterpreted it as a poetic genre that 
not only stretched “backwards from Homer to Theocritus, but also forward to the 
nineteenth century” (Webb 12). While there is still critical debate regarding the types 
of art that should or should not be included under the term (Heffernan 298), for the 
purposes of this chapter, I will be using Leo Spitzer’s definition of ekphrasis. 
Elizabeth Bergmann Loizeaux suggests that due to its very nature, ekphrasis “opens 
out of lyric subjectivity into a social world” (5). Writing on a painting or a sculpture 
requires the poet to exercise a certain level of personal detachment to respond not 
only to “the artist who has ‘spoken’ in the work of art,” but also, “to an audience” 
(110). Thus, in re-presenting in lyrical form what has been represented pictorially or 
in sculpture, ekphrasis “releases the narrative impulse” that pictorial or sculptural art 
typically checks (Heffernan 304).  
Translating a literary work from one language to another works on similar 
principles-- the translator’s purpose is to “re-create, as far as possible, within the 
alien system of a second language, all the characteristics, vagaries, quirks and 
stylistic peculiarities of the work” (Grossman 10). Yet, the translation cannot be done 
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mechanically, in a word-for-word fashion, because there must be what Umberto Eco 
calls “functional equivalence”:  like ekphrasis, the translated text must “generate the 
same effect aimed at by the original” (44). The translator has to respond to the text 
first as a reader, reading “with recognition (not just simple understanding) … to 
realize why the writer made the choices he or she made, and why … its words could 
not have been set down otherwise” (55). From this, he or she needs to establish a 
certain distance in order to "render the meanings and intentions of the writer’s work 
to an audience so that readers of the translation [can]…perceive the text, emotionally 
and artistically, in a manner that parallels and corresponds to the esthetic (sic) 
experience of its first readers” (Gass 7). Although ekphrasis requires the poet to 
traverse a greater distance between mediums, from the original painting to his re-
presentation of it in text, both ekphrasis and translation present Snodgrass with a 
pre-existing “text” that forms the subject matter for his poems. The demands of 
ekphrasis and translation are thus an antithesis to the demands of the confessional 
voice, which requires the poet to examine at close range the horrors of his personal 
life.  Snodgrass’s ekphrastic poems and translations can thus be seen as a window 
beyond the confines of the autobiographical “I” of confessional poetry, allowing him 
insight into other artistic minds in history. They provide a healing space, a refuge 
where the self damaged by loss can escape to. This chapter will discuss 
Snodgrass’s translation of Rilke’s “An Archaic Torso of Apollo,”17 and how it 
anticipates Snodgrass’s own meditation on art and life in “Leaving Ithaca.” While 
Rilke’s poem celebrates the dignity and animating power of art, it is set apart from 
life, with its knot of commitments, routines and frustrations. In contrast, Snodgrass’s 
“Leaving Ithaca” is a quiet examination of art’s value when it takes place in a life 
                                                             
17 Although Rilke titled his poem “Archaic Torso of Apollo,” Snodgrass titles his translation idiosyncratically as 
“An Archaic Torso of Apollo.” This chapter will use the latter title to refer to the poem.  
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cluttered by familial commitments and routines. “Leaving Ithaca” can thus be seen as 
a mocking response to the separation of art and life.  
Snodgrass’s ekphrastic poems were the result of a commission that he 
accepted from Portfolio and ARTNews Annual sometime in 1957 or 1958 (Loizeaux 
125). In these five poems, Snodgrass veers away from the strict meters and end 
rhymes that characterised his earlier work. “Matisse: ‘The Red Studio’,” “Vuillard: 
‘The Mother and Sister of the Artist’,” and “Monet: ‘Les Nymphéas’” are written in 
free verse, each poem comprising a single stanza. Snodgrass experiments with 
typography in “Van Gogh: ‘The Starry Night” and “Manet: ‘The Execution of the 
Emperor Maximilian’.” In “The Starry Night” the different text types are used to evoke 
in verse the swirling energy of the night sky and the order of the town in the painting. 
In “The Execution of the Emperor Maximilian,” the main body of the poem features a 
“prosy, matter-of-fact sort of verse” which presents “what a puzzled viewer might say 
to himself on seeing the picture for the first time.” This is interspersed with sections 
of “highly poetical prose” that presents “highly coloured opinions about Maximillian” 
(Snodgrass, Radical 84). Thus, in providing Snodgrass with an alternative subject 
matter beyond the sphere of the personal, the ekphrastic poems offered him an 
opportunity to experiment with new forms. Due to the limitation of space, this chapter 
will focus on “The Mother and Sister of the Artist,” and “The Starry Night.” “The 
Mother and Sister of the Artist” present an interior, private space on canvas, a milieu 
similar to the domestic space that forms the setting for much of Snodgrass’s 
personal poetry. In the process of crafting this poem, Snodgrass finds another 
perspective that allows him to adapt a more critical distance towards this often 
conflicted space, a welcome break from the “painful, intimate family affairs” that 
formed the subject matter of most of his poems (Snodgrass, Radical  71). Similarly, 
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“Van Gogh: ‘The Starry Night” suggests a more positive relationship between art and 
life—the tension between the two supports rather than tear each other down. Art 
provides a reprieve from the daily routines of living, while life, with its incessant 
demands provides a structure that allows art to blossom. Taken as a whole, After 
Experience maps out a new direction in Snodgrass’s writing as he sought to free 
himself from the voice and the subject matter that the reading public grew to 
associate with him.            
Snodgrass was already translating Rilke even before After Experience was 
published. His interest in Rilke was seen as early as his days at the Iowa Writers’ 
Workshop, when he was under Paul Engle’s tutorship. His translations of “Sonnets to 
Orpheus” first appeared in Reading Modern Poetry edited by Carrier and Engle in 
1955, even before Heart’s Needle’s debut. Rilke’s poems were also instrumental to 
Snodgrass’s growth as a poet. Lowell encouraged Snodgrass to take on translation 
as a point of entry into his own writing, and once advised Snodgrass to “take 
something like one of Mrs Norton’s prose renderings of Rilke and try kicking it 
around, to get it to be a poem,” because “[s]ometimes your own work gets so painful 
you can’t do it” (Snodgrass, “A Conversation with W.D.Snodgrass” 58). And it was 
also through Rilke’s work that Snodgrass began to appreciate the emotional 
immediacy that can be brought into verse. Jarrell recommended that Snodgrass read 
“Orpheus. Eurydice. Hermes.” to see what can be done in verse to help him break 
away from Lowell’s influence in his work 18 (Snodgrass, Seven American Poets 375).  
                                                             
18 Snodgrass credits Rilke’s “Orpheus. Eurydice. Hermes.” for helping him understand the value of 
understatement. He recounts in the interview that at the moment when Orpheus turns back, Hermes cries out 
to Eurydice, “Oh, but he is looking at us!” But she could only say, “Wer?—Who?” In that one question, Rilke 
reveals that Eurydice has no idea who Orpheus is, and that Orpheus’s quest to the Underworld to reclaim her 
was doomed to fail, even before they made their way to the surface (Snodgrass, Seven American Poets 375).     
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However, Snodgrass’s relationship to Rilke’s works was also fraught with an 
unspoken anxiety. Jarrell and Lowell themselves also published translations of 
Rilke’s poems: Jarrell’s translations appeared in The Woman at the Washington Zoo: 
Poems and Translations (1960, Atheneum) and The Complete Poems, which was 
published in 1969 by Farrar, Straus and Giroux. Lowell started work on his 
translations in 1959,19 which culminated in the publication of Imitations in1961. And 
while Snodgrass was grateful to his teachers at Iowa, he also saw them as “good 
father[s]” who “were worth opposing, and they were strong enough so that you could 
oppose them without being fearful that you’d destroy them” (Snodgrass, “W.D. 
Snodgrass: An Interview” 163). Snodgrass’s translations of Rilke’s poems, then, 
represented a point of release, a way to “disarm [the] strength [of the father] by 
entering [the poem] from within, writing in a way which revises, displaces and recasts 
the precursor poems … to clear a place for his own imaginative originality” 
(Eagleton, qtd in Heep 46). The publication of these translations in a volume after a 
period of creative drought is also significant, for it suggests a longing to return to a 
place and time where Snodgrass was nurtured as a poet, rather than celebrated and 
damned by the public and peers for the poetic voice he had established in Heart’s 
Needle.    
Orpheus had been a significant figure for Snodgrass, and has been discussed 
earlier in Chapter 1. However, what is of note in Snodgrass’s translation of Rilke in 
After Experience are the series of three poems from New Poems. New Poems 
                                                             
19
 In his letter to A. Alvarez dated 8 March 1959, Lowell said that he was “taking it easy  and doing nothing 
except some rather free translations, not yet in shape.”  Lowell published his version of Rilke’s “Orpheus, 
Eurydice, Hermes” in The Hudson Review 12.1 (1959).  
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represented a period of growth in Rilke’s craft, catalysed during his interaction with 
Rodin from 1901 to 1906.20 Writing to a friend on New Poems, Rilke said:  
in order to speak about what happened to me, what I needed was not so 
much an instrument of emotion, but rather: clay. Involuntarily I undertook to 
make use of “lyric poetry” in order to form not feelings but things I had felt; 
every one of life’s events had to find a place in this forming, independently of 
the suffering or pleasure it had first brought me … it had to arrive at the 
essence. (Letter to “une amie,” Febuary 3, 1923)  
 
Critics have called New Poems “Dinggedichte,” or thing-poems, a nod to the 
emphasis on form and object (Belmore 163). Thus, in a way, Snodgrass’s emphasis 
on objects in After Experience echoes Rilke’s aesthetic vision for New Poems. The 
cataloguing of objects in After Experience can be seen as Snodgrass’s attempt to 
give “every one of life’s events … a place in this forming, independently of the 
suffering or pleasure it had first brought.” However, Snodgrass and Rilke’s 
approaches differ. To arrive at the essence of the object, Rilke advocated a very 
detached manner of observation that considered these objects independent of their 
context. In his letter to Lou Andreas-Salomé, Rilke told her about his fascination with 
the Miletus Torso of Apollo (c. 480-470 BCE) displayed at the Louvre:  
The incomparable value of these rediscovered Things lies in the fact that you 
can look at them as if they were completely unknown. No one knows what 
their intention is and (at least for the unscientific) no subject matter is attached 
to them, no irrelevant voice interrupts the silence of their concentrated reality, 
and their duration is without retrospect or fear. The masters from whom they 
originate are nothing; no misunderstood fame colors their pure forms; no 
history casts a shadow over their naked clarity--: they are. That is all.        
  
In re-visiting Rilke’s aesthetic, perhaps Snodgrass was looking for a form of 
relief from the clamour of “misunderstood fame” that surrounded his own work so 
that he could return to the “naked clarity” of writing. In its meditation on sculpture, 
                                                             
20
 In 1901, Rilke accepted a commission from Die Kunst/ Sammlung illustrierter Monographeien to write an 
article about Rodin (Heep 19). He continued to work as Rodin’s secretary from 1905 to 1906 (Biography: Rainer 
Maria Rilke (1875-1926)). 
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“An Archaic Torso of Apollo” can be considered an ekphrastic poem. The torso, 
though only part of the original work, is a stunning culmination of the artistic impulse 
of its creator, who remains nameless in the poem. Despite being worn by time, the 
torso still reveals that particular artist’s aesthetic vision, which is “merely turned down 
low.” The persona functions as a guide, inducting the reader into the viewing 
experience. He addresses both the reader and himself in the pronoun “we,” 
communicating a shared sense of loss about the damage to the torso (“We will never 
know his legendary head”). He directs the reader’s eye, pointing out specific 
characteristics of the artwork for observation. Untouched by history or by the 
reputation of its creator, the torso is pure form, an animating force that urges the 
reader to reconsider his place in life: “there is no place here/ That does not see you. 
You must change your life.” However, this injunction seems to ring empty once the 
observer leaves the confines of the museum. Removed from the intentions of its 
maker, and from the life that goes on outside of the museum walls, the archaic torso 
of Apollo seems sterile despite its grandeur. Yet, for the reader, the shared 
experience portrayed in the poem persists, for what is conveyed in the lyrical form of 
the poem is not just the appearance of the torso itself, but also a particular way of 
seeing—the first change has thus, already been wrought.  
“Leaving Ithaca” can be considered as Snodgrass’s response to “An Archaic 
Torso of Apollo.” Like “An Archaic Torso of Apollo,” “Leaving Ithaca” examines an 
object—but whether that object can be considered art is questionable, for it is a 
plaster replica of the Aphrodite of Melos. It is kitsch—a facile reproduction that 
carries neither the gravitas of the original, nor its value. It is “art … with 100 percent, 
absolute and instantaneous availability for consumption” (Walter Benjamin, qtd in 
Menninghaus 41). And consumed it is—in the multiple uses that it serves, it 
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becomes a plaything, a toy that can be moulded to almost any purpose. While such 
rough play damages the object physically, the human interaction gives the statue an 
affection that is not usually accorded to objects that exist within the elevated sphere 
of art. J. Huizinga suggests that play,  
[n]ot being “ordinary” life … stands outside the immediate satisfaction of 
wants and appetites, [and] interrupts the appetitive process. It interpolates 
itself as a temporary activity satisfying in itself and ending there…an interlude 
in our daily lives (9).  
Play carves out pockets of time and space in daily life, not for utilitarian purposes but 
for the joy in itself. The rhythm of “Leaving Ithaca” mirrors that attitude, contrasting 
the moments in which the statue is played with, with the routines of daily life. The 
plaster replica is a mock religious relic, with half-hearted offerings of “seashells and 
fossils” and “Oak leaves weathered to gray lace” placed at its foot. It has been 
roughly handled—half its nose has been chipped off by the children, and it eventually 
loses its head. The poet’s father adds to the list of indignities the statue suffers by 
flicking its buttocks. Yet, it continues to occupy its place on the poet’s long table, 
despite being shifted “[f]rom house to house, from one love to another.” It is in its 
careless handling that gives the plaster replica an elevated place in the poet’s heart, 
for its damaged presence indicates a life well lived.     
 Reflecting on the significance of play, Marina Warner writes that touch leaves  
[s]omatic traces [which] preserve the manna of the relic, like the soul—the 
aura—struggling to manifest itself in the plaything, and they possess the 
power to stir empathy in the beholder… playing generates stories and turns 
the mute and inert expressive; handling a thing cannot animate it, but it can 
render it intelligible (7).   
 
It is as if touch frees the essence of the statue, allowing it to live up to the reputation 
of the goddess that it was made in image of. Snodgrass describes the abundant 
fecundity: the old farmhouse that they reside in is “out of sight/ in overgrowth,” 
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surrounded by spruce, scrubby pine, lilac and tulips. He complains mockingly that 
the family is expecting another child (“Was that the one thing you could send us, 
Lady?”). Just as the poet’s family transforms and shapes the statue in their 
interaction with it, the statue shapes the poet’s narrative about his life. Snodgrass 
tells the plaster replica that “We’ll try to live with the evils that we choose”-- the 
poem, and by extension, his work, is a crystallisation of the consequences of the 
choices he had made. In Rilke’s poem, the art object radiates power, but remains 
separate and distant from the life of the viewer. But for Snodgrass, life and art 
continuously interact and shape each other, creating an emotional bond that 
persists.  
As a lyrical celebration of a kitschy replica that is much loved, “Leaving Ithaca” 
is a comical commentary on how perhaps, much of art is too elevated and 
unattainable to the artist who is also a man on the street—the man who is too busy 
considering his children, his wife (or in Snodgrass’s case, the wife and ex-wife) and 
making a living to “change his life” for art. Art then, has to be brought down to Earth, 
to fit within the interludes of living. It is not an elevated act of creation, but an act of 
play, carved out from moments in the day, months or years. Huizinga reminds us 
that poiesis is, in fact, a “play-function. It proceeds within the play-ground of the 
mind, in a world of its own which the mind creates for it” (119). In “Leaving Ithaca,” 
Snodgrass suggests taking art too seriously weighs it down.   
Snodgrass is more pensive in “Vuillard: ‘The Mother and Sister of the Artist’” 
and “Van Gogh: ’The Starry Night’.” In “The Mother and Sister of the Artist,” 
Snodgrass seems to be entrapped by the very subject matter that he had been 
mining for his poetry. Snodgrass undertook “The Mother and Sister of the Artist” after 
working on a poem on Matisse’s painting, “The Red Studio.” In his essay, “Poems on 
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Paintings,” he wrote that his poem on Matisse “had come to [him] all at once, almost 
painlessly,” and offered him a welcome break from the personal poetry he was 
writing then (Snodgrass, Radical  71). Yet, his luck ran out when he was working on 
Vuillard’s painting. Snodgrass recounted that “I was stuck, once again, with a painful, 
domestic subject. And far from coming easily and painlessly, my poem on this 
painting took so very long and cost me so many total revisions that I cannot begin to 
recount the process” (71). But perhaps what Snodgrass fails to admit was also the 
similarity between the subject matter that inspired his confessional poetry and 
Vuillard’s own subject matter. Elizabeth Wynne Easton notes that Vuillard “has 
always been considered an intimist, not only because he preferrred to paint small-
scale pictures but also because he concentrated on evocative depictions of family 
and friends in familiar suroundings” (3). The similarity between Vuillard and 
Snodgrass was uncanny-- just as paint was the medium for Vuillard to render those 
nearest and dearest to him, Snodgrass worked with lyric to render poetic portraits of 
his family and friends. However, in encountering a painter whose subject matter was 
so similar to his, Snodgrass realised that he needed another point of entry into the 
work. It is only by supplementing his own point of view with that of another’s that 
Snodgrass could overcome his limited perspective on the painting. This method had 
worked for Snodgrass for “The Red Studio,” and he returned to it when he was stuck 
with “The Mother and Sister of the Artist.”  
In the end, it was a conversation with a child that helped illuminate for 
Snodgrass the quality of the relationship between the mother and daughter in the 
picture, and how this is reinforced by the formal structures of the painting ( 
Snodgrass, Radical 72). Vuillard’s painting depicts his mother, Madame Vuillard and 
his sister, Marie in a room. Madame Vuillard takes up space—she sits with arms 
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akimbo, a solid and assured presence that takes up the centre of the room. In 
contrast, Marie stands in an awkward position at the side, stooping, as if too tall for a 
room that small. Snodgrass describes her as a slip of a woman, diminished and “too 
ethereal/ To make a shape inside her dress.” She is on the verge of disappearing, 
her dress “merg[ing] into the empty twinkling/ Of the air and of the bright wallpaper” 
(After Experience 58). While Madame Vuillard’s face is mask-like, her expression 
imperceptable except for her direct gaze, Marie’s expression is tentative and 
uncertain. Compared to Madame Vuillard, Marie seems peripheral and insignificant. 
The perspective of the painting is also distorted, as the planes of the room seem to 
coalesce towards Madame Vuillard, heightening the difference between the mother 
and daughter.  
 
Fig 1. Édouard Vuillard. Interior, Mother and Sister of the Artist. 1893. The 
Museum of Modern Art. 
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Snodgrass described the relationship between Madame Vuillard and Marie as 
”devouring” (Radical 72). Indeed, Marie is “half-fed,” further away from the “greasy 
plate” that is depicted in the painting (Snodgrass, After Experience 57-58). It is as if 
Madame Vuillard’s assurance depends upon Marie’s subjugation. Yet, Snodgrass 
points out that this dominance has a price—he makes references to Madame 
Vuillard’s occupation as a textile designer through the “linen, clothing and provisions” 
that might be stored in the red mahogany chest. She appears to bear the “whole 
household’s weight” that the chest represents upon her back, and the strain “cramps 
her like a fist.” In her study of Vuillard’s family pictures, Susan Sidlauskas notes that 
it was Madame Vuillard’s business that gave Marie employment and helped sustain 
Vuillard during the early years of his career (98). Therefore, the chest in Snodgrass’s 
poem is also symbolic of Madame Vuillard’s economic burden. However, in 
comparing Madame Vuillard to the vice-like grip of the fist, Snodgrass enhances both 
her power and her desperation. Just like Marie, who appears to be consumed in her 
relationship with her mother, Madame Vuillard is similarly devoured by her need to 
maintain control as the matriarch of the household. Vuillard’s painting thus 
represented for Snodgrass, a portrait of a family warped by “terrifying domestic 
drama” (Snodgrass, Radical 72).  
Accordingly, the extended title of the poem (“Instructions for the Visit”) and the 
use of imperatives suggest that the reader/visitor needs to proceeed with caution in 
order to leave the interior unscathed. But ultimately, the reader/visitor’s sojourn in 
this interior space is temporary. The consequences for the artist himself are much 
more dire, given that he might not be able to leave the space of the room with as 
much ease as the reader/visitor, due to his intimate relationship with the subjects he 
depicts in his artwork. He is subjected to them as much as he uses them as subject 
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matter in his art. As a reflection of the dynamics between the artist and his art, “The 
Mother and Sister of the Artist” suggests that engagement with too intimate a subject 
matter entraps the artist, narrowing his perception. Snodgrass managed to achieve 
the emotional distance necessary to write this ekphrastic poem because he was able 
to supplement his point of view with the perspectives that others offered.  
Snodgrass was also able to achieve some measure of this much needed 
emotional distance in “Van Gogh: ‘The Starry Night’.” Snodgrass had approached 
this particular painting with caution. He felt that to talk about “The Starry Night,” he 
needed to unravel whatever he had accomplished as a poet. He wrote,  
[r]ebelling against my teachers, I had tried to build a very simple, unobtrusive 
style, one which would direct attention toward the thing I talked about, away 
from me or my way of talking. I could hardly turn back now to showier styles I 
had forsaken as a student. On the other hand, I could hardly investigate so 
violent a pianting in any very calm or reasoned style of writing. Eventually, I 




Fig 2. Vincent Van Gogh. The Starry Night. 1889. The Museum of Modern Art. 
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Elizabeth Bergman Loizeaux  points out that in “Van Gogh: ‘The Starry 
Night’,” Snodgrass utilised multiple perspectives “as a means of opening out the 
subjectivity of the personal lyric to explore the ‘ethical and psychological space’ of 
the town and sky, the artist and society” (129). In a voice that clearly differs from the 
autobiographical “I” of his confessional poems, the persona of “Van Gogh: ‘The 
Starry Night’” comments on the contrast between the town and sky in Van Gogh’s 
painting. Snodgrass contrasts two types of typography to illustrate the constructed 
order of the town against the vivid energy of the swirling sky. The first stanza begins:  
Only the little 
town 
remains             beyond 
all shock and dazzle 




The scattering of words mimics the spread of the stars in the night sky, and 
also mirrors the impact of the “shock and dazzle” of nature upon the routines of 
human life, which is described in the first five lines of the second stanza in more 
regular typography. Snodgrass also incorporates fragments of Van Gogh’s personal 
letters in italics to trace the development of his aesthetic vision. 
Row on row, the gray frame cottages, sheds,  
And small barns of an old Dutch town. Brownish-red 
Houses with stepped gables and with high stoops, 
With white or yellow doors. Plane over plane,  
The angled roofs, receding, old as a memory 
      what flowers were blossoming, how the fruit  
      trees bore, had the nightingale been heard 
     yet, the text of Father’s sermon   
 
Repetition features very strongly in this poem—the town is described in 
angular symmetry, made up of “[r]ow on row” of buildings, “plane over plane” of 
angled roofs and “stone stairs converging,” “step by step,” akin to the careful 
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brushstrokes of the painter in rendering the vision. Philip Hoy suggests that to 
capture the energy of the night sky, Snodgrass describes it in sexual terms, “his lines 
forcefully evok[ing] a coupling”(51). While such imagery is obvious in some 
instances, the diction used is also highly evocative of disease. The night sky is 
described in terms reminiscent of a fever, “fusing/destroying/burning to be whole,” 
and the stars are compared to “outspattering” “pustules,” created “mid-spasm.” It 
depicts a nervous and unstable energy that bears much similarity to Van Gogh’s own 
emotional and mental upheaval during his lifetime: a restlessness that caused him to 
move “backwards and forwards between Holland, England and Belgium” during his 
life (Hoy 62). In his description of the painting, Snodgrass evokes a vision of Van 
Gogh that has been mythologised in popular culture—the “Artist as Hero, the man 
who sacrifices his health and happiness to his art, and in compensation, claims 
exemption from all social responsibilities and norms of behaviour” (Auden 36). The 
canvas becomes an extension of his physical body, a site where that excess nervous 
energy could be externalised and contained within a physical form.  
However, that largesse is undercut by the fragments of letters that Snodgrass 
chose to incorporate, which reveal a private individual who frequently felt the need to 
belong through his work. Van Gogh frequently wrote letters back home to Theo, his 
younger brother who was also his main source of financial and emotional support. In 
his letters, Van Gogh updated Theo on his progress in painting as well as reminisced 
about the times he spent at home. Snodgrass quoted extensively from Van Gogh’s 
letter to Theo in July 1880, first in lines 28-29 (“How could I be in any way of any use 
to anyone? I am good for something!”), and subsequently in lines 83-87:  
In spring, a caged bird feels strongly  
there is something he should be doing.  
But what was it? He gets vague ideas.  
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The children say, but he has everything  
he wants.  
 
However, it is also in this same letter that Van Gogh is able to cast light upon what 
can potentially salvage him from his emotional turmoil: 
Do you know what makes the prison disappear? Every deep, genuine 
affection. Being friends, being brothers, loving, that is what opens the prison, 
with supreme power, by some magic force. Without these one stays dead. But 
whatever affection is revived, there life revives (Van Gogh 74).  
 
Just as he animated objects in his painting, Van Gogh required the emotional safety 
net of affection and acceptance from friends and family to animate himself. 
Snodgrass remarked in In Radical Pursuit that the church in “The Starry Night” was 
really the little church where Van Gogh’s father had preached at Zundert, which he 
painted again and again throughout his life, and which he in one way and another 
was always trying to go back to” (64). This longing for emotional security is 
reinforced in the last line of the poem, where Snodgrass quotes Van Gogh’s last 
words to Theo, “Zóó heen kan gaan,” a phrase that could mean “This is the way to 
go,” “I’d like to die like this,” or “I want to go home.”21 Instead of seeing each 
explanation as distinct and mutually exclusive, I would like to suggest that at the 
moment of death, perhaps, secure in Theo’s presence and affection, all three 
meanings of the phrase are fufilled for Van Gogh. Despite the upheavals he has 
experienced, it was Theo’s concern for Van Gogh that grounded him, both in his life 
and his work. Snodgrass chose to italicise Van Gogh’s words in his poem, and elide 
the provenance of these letters altogether; only providing a brief note in parenthesis 
at the end of the poem for the reader. By integrating both the man and his art within 
                                                             
21
 In his footnote to “Van Gogh: ‘The Starry Night’, Snodgrass says, “This poem contains many quotations from 
Van Gogh’s letters and ends with his last words. This phrase could mean, “This is the way to go,” “I’d like to die 
like this,” or “I want to go home” (After Experience 69).  
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the body of a single poem, Snodgrass confers a symbolic act of acceptance for an 
artist who chafed in his individuality, but paradoxically, had always felt a deep need 
to belong. This integration is also undergirded by the music of the poem. Snodgrass 
took the pattern of vowels in “Zóó heen kan gaan,” and formed the poem’s major 
sections from variations on that sound pattern. “The Starry Night” thus echoes with 
the cadences of Van Gogh’s words, lending a sense of musical unity and closure to 
the poem (Sound 16).  
In conclusion, although After Experience marked a dark time in Snodgrass’s 
life, it also offered him glimpses of artistic breakthrough. In his translations and his 
ekphrastic poems, Snodgrass was offered a symbolic return to innocence, where he 
could abandon the burden of fame and start anew. His translation of Rilke had a 
profound effect on the direction he took in After Experience, resulting in an almost 
obsessive attention to objects that critics complained about. Although Snodgrass 
admired Rilke’s aesthetic, he was unable to share the same respect for art as an 
elevated form. In “Leaving Ithaca,” Snodgrass suggests that the segregation of art 
from the daily routines of living is not only impossible, but it also robs the art object of 
an emotional connection to the beholder. Snodgrass’s poems on paintings revealed 
his search for new subject matter beyond the private intimate affairs that made up 
much of his poetry till then. For both “Vuillard: ‘The Mother and Sister of the Artist’” 
and “Van Gogh:’The Starry Night’,” Snodgrass was able to establish an emotional 
distance that was not possible with his confessional poems. In many ways, Vuillard’s 
intimate portraits of interior spaces resemble the representation of domestic drama in 
Snodgrass’s own personal poetry, and this similiarity in subject matter may have 
caused the difficulty in writing that Snodgrass recounted in “Poems About Paintings.” 
However, Snodgrass was able to overcome this through his interactions with others, 
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which helped him gain insight into the relationship between Madame Vuillard and 
Marie that was depicted in the painting. “The Mother and Sister of the Artist” is 
perhaps a cautionary tale for Snodgrass, a gothic horror story of how too intimate a 
subject matter threatens the singularity of the artist. In “Van Gogh: ‘The Starry 
Night’,” Snodgrass seems to have achieved a balance between distance and 
intimacy in his poetic voice. In the empathy shown to a fellow artist and its 
examination of the artist both as a public figure and a private individual, Snodgrass 
demonstrated both sensitivity and discernment. The persona in “Van Gogh: ‘The 
Starry Night’” is able to maintain his emotional distance and train an impassioned 









Chapter 3: Re-making the Self in After-Images 
While he was writing his autobiographical sketches, Snodgrass was also 
simultaneously working on a book of critical essays that was to become To Sound 
like Yourself (2002), and De/Compositions (2001)—an idiosyncratic work that 
contrasts original poems with their poorer and often tongue-in-cheek revisions. 
However, this seemingly productive period of writing was also accompanied by a 
profound sense of loss. In his interview with Roy Scheele, Snodgrass revealed that 
he was writing mainly prose at that stage in his life because he suspected, “rightly or 
wrongly… [that] I can’t write poems now” (Snodgrass, “Conversation with W.D. 
Snodgrass” 66). The transition from poetry to prose was thus made out of necessity. 
For Snodgrass, prose seems to be a poorer substitute for poetry. He likened the 
process of poetry writing to a prospector panning for gold, where the bright glints are 
“inklings of my own private thoughts and language rising (if I am lucky) out of the 
slush of received thoughts and beliefs of my own habitual, commonplace language” 
(Snodgrass, “In the Studio” 25). Writing poetry therefore represented a refinement in 
self-expression. He added wistfully to Scheele that “I do feel that if I could invent a 
new kind of poem, that would be worth the effort. But that’s never guaranteed” 
(Snodgrass, “Conversation with W.D. Snodgrass” 66).  
Yet, despite Snodgrass’s pessimism, perhaps the breakthrough in form that 
he was looking for can be seen in After-Images. What is of particular interest to this 
chapter is Snodgrass’s portrayal of his parents and his sister: within the broader 
tapestry of a personal history that After-Images depict, Snodgrass is able to paint a 
more nuanced portrait of his family compared to the one he had drawn earlier in 
Remains, thereby renegotiating the relationship he has with his family. Of 
Snodgrass’s contemporaries, only Lowell wrote autobiographical prose. Yet although 
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Lowell requested for, and secured a publishing contract for his autobiography, he 
never did complete it.22 In the end, he incorporated “91 Revere Street,” a section 
taken from his autobiography, as a prose interlude in the American edition of Life 
Studies. Robert Giroux points out that despite abandoning it, the autobiography had 
tremendous personal significance for Lowell. The time at which Lowell had 
approached Giroux for the publishing contract made it “impossible not to connect his 
sudden interest in writing his autobiography with the shock of his mother’s death in 
Rapallo the previous year” (ix). For Snodgrass, the impetus for his autobiography 
perhaps came out of an awareness of his own mortality. Snodgrass told Philip Raisor 
that the decision to work on his autobiographical pieces arose out of the blue, and he 
hazarded that “[m]aybe turning sixty has something to do with that“ (Snodgrass, 
“Framing Portraits”). However, this age is also an important milestone, for Snodgrass 
also revealed to Elizabeth Spires that “[m]y father died shortly after sixty. I found I 
was working harder and more frequently because I was that age” (Snodgrass, 
“Interview with Elizabeth Spires” 46). Perhaps it is this anxiety that prompted 
Snodgrass to turn his attention back to the intimate subject matter that first 
established his reputation as a poet.              
In “Antebellum Boston,” Lowell declares, “I wanted to recapture the mother I 
remembered and so I began to fabricate” (291). Yet the familiar form of meter 
seemed to be an inadequate vehicle for such a personal project. Lowell said, “[w]hen 
I was working on Life Studies I found I had no language or meter that would allow 
me to approximate what I saw or remembered. Yet in prose I had already found what 
I wanted, the conventional style of autobiography and reminiscence” (Lowell, “After 
                                                             
22
 On October 11, 1957, Lowell wrote a letter to Robert Giroux telling him that “My autobiography is on the 




Enjoying Six or Seven Essays on Me” 114). Prose offered Lowell the opportunity to 
capture “human richness in rather simple descriptive language,” a contrast to the 
compressed form of poetry, which presents a “highly rhythmical” portrait that is 
“wrenched into a small space” (Lowell, “The Art of Poetry No.3”). In Life Studies, he 
wanted to fuse the advantages that both forms confer: in his letter to William Carlos 
Williams, he said, “I’ve been experimenting with mixing loose and free meters with 
strict in order to get the accuracy, naturalness, and multiplicity of prose, yet, I also 
want the state and surge of the old verse, the carpentry of definite meter that tells me 
when to stop rambling.”23  
For Snodgrass, memory is also an artistic endeavour, as suggested by the 
subtitle of After-Images as “autobiographical sketches.”  Memory can capture only a 
rough approximation of the actual event, object or person. Moreover, prose’s looser 
form is perhaps a better fit for the physical and emotional detours that are recounted 
in After-Images, allowing for greater rumination. In “Finding a Poem,” Snodgrass 
notes that, “[w]hen one of my poems go bad, I almost always have to go back and 
write it longer—develop, openly and extensively, ideas which I have been trying to 
imply intensively” (Snodgrass, Radical 23). In his revision of Remains, perhaps what 
Snodgrass was trying to fix was not “bad” poetry, but an attempt to reintegrate a 
particularly difficult emotional episode back into the corpus of his personal history. 
While poetry isolates a particular event, object or person for close examination, 
allowing the bright glints of personal insight to emerge, prose provides a more 
expansive canvas where this intense focus can be tempered.  
Like Lowell, Snodgrass was very concerned with the “carpentry” of structural 
coherence. Snodgrass told Philip Raisor that   
                                                             
23 Letter to William Carlos Williams, September 30, 1957. 
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I think I was much more concerned, as I have been in The Fuhrer (sic) Bunker 
also, with shaping the individual piece and hoping it came to a shape overall. 
As a matter of fact, I was so concerned with that that I tried to make each 
piece come out to seven pages long, single-spaced, and more or less did 
(Snodgrass, “Framing Portraits”).      
 
While Lowell was looking for an overarching coherence to Life Studies –what he 
describes as a “novelistic flow” (Lowell, “After Enjoying Six or Seven Essays on Me” 
114), Snodgrass focusses on the structural unity of the individual piece. He revealed 
that in After-Images, “I want to feel that I’ve left a number of things open, and I 
haven’t really ordered anything” (Snodgrass, “Framing Portraits”). By insisting on 
After-Images’ open-endedness and refusing to call it an autobiography, Snodgrass 
rejects the general assumption that the autobiography signals “the final volume 
before the writer is overshadowed by silence and death” (Theroux).   
At its simplest, the word “autobiography” is “self-life-writing" (Smith and 
Watson 1) --the autobiographer turns his eye inwards to portray the experience of his 
life as “seen from the inside of his own existence” (Spender 64). And After-Images 
seems to fit this mould—in it, Snodgrass surveys selected periods in his life, 
revisiting and commenting on the personal relationships that he had depicted earlier 
in his poetry, and the influences and events that have shaped him as an artist. 
However, the book also resists certain conventions that we, as readers, tend to 
associate with the autobiography. In calling After-Images a book of “sketches 
conceived separately and at widely separated intervals” which “does not intend the 
complete view of my life which an autobiography would” (9), Snodgrass plays on the 
visual metaphor of the title, highlighting the reconstruction of the past as a 
provisional, artistic rendering. It is not a finished product that emerges from a 
“unique, unified essential self,” but rather, of a subject who is in the process of 
becoming (Lang 3). This is in contrast to the fixed, teleological structure that is 
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usually connoted by the term “autobiography,” in which the events of the past are 
ordered in a “complete and coherent expression of his entire destiny”: the narrated 
self is presented as progressing ceaselessly towards the present moment, where the 
narrating self resides, fully formed and static (Gusdorf 35). By bringing our attention 
to the temporal distance between each essay and the often piecemeal approach to 
writing, Snodgrass highlights the fact that the autobiographical subject is always in 
the process of being constructed and not a stable, defined entity.  
Snodgrass also qualifies,  
These essays review matters which I hope will be of interest, over which I 
have some authority, and which I can evoke without harming anyone’s 
reputation more than my own. 
 
He is circumspect about his authority—both the right to speak, and the ownership of 
the stories which he recounts in After-Images. Indeed, After-Images is part family 
memoir and part biography, as Snodgrass also describes the various relationships in 
his life that had an influence on his development as a writer. For Snodgrass then, the 
autobiographical subject is not a discrete presence, but is inextricably bound up with 
the lives of others. In telling the bits and pieces of the story that make up his life, he 
acknowledges that he can only reclaim his personal history in relation to others, and 
that they are also subjects in the past that he depicts, as much as he himself is. In 
After-Images, the story of the self is thus “the story of a relational model of identity, 
developed collaboratively with others” (Eakin 57).  
Yet, this was not the attitude that Snodgrass used to have towards his 
autobiographical work. In Remains, Snodgrass chose to publish under the 
pseudonym of S.S. Gardons because of the harsh and unflattering depiction of his 
family (Wojahn 198). In an interview with Elizabeth Spires, Snodgrass said that 
writing “The Mother” in Remains  
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involved [me] putting down my ugliest feeling about her. The poem is 
supposed to be about passions—how much I dislike this person. I think I am 
allowed to do that. On the other hand, since I know I shouldn’t hurt her, I 
printed them under an assumed name. The important thing to me is whether 
or not I have been able to make a point or not (Snodgrass, “Interview with 
Elizabeth Spires” 39-40). 
 
Snodgrass was not apologetic for the vindictive tone of Remains—if anything, he 
was self-righteous about his scathing portrayal of his family. However, because this 
autonomy occurs at the expense of others, Snodgrass felt that he had to distance 
himself from his work. Although this struggle between the “passions” of emotional 
turmoil and the need to spare a consideration for his family can still be seen in After-
Images, in re-presenting them again in prose, perhaps Snodgrass finds it in him to 
forgive. In After-Images, Snodgrass is able to proffer a gesture of reconciliation and 
acknowledge how his art is intimately linked to his relationships with his family.  
After-Images can be considered as both the key and the sequel to Remains. 
The title itself is evocative of Remains: in “The Mother,” Snodgrass’s mother faces 
an empty nest, and “hallucinates in [her children’s] right places/ Their after-images, 
reversed and faint” (Snodgrass, Selected Poems 54).  Now, the situation is reversed, 
for it is Snodgrass who wonders about his parents, long after they are gone. After-
Images provides the specifics that flesh out the bitter poems in Remains. “Paralysis” 
describes Snodgrass’s sister’s death and the subsequent emotional fallout, the 
details matching the depiction of events in “Viewing the Body,” “Disposal,” “The 
Fourth of July” and “The Survivors” in Remains. Similarly, the household clutter that 
Snodgrass associates with his mother in “Good Housekeeping” and his ambivalence 
towards his father echoes the portraits he paints of his parents in “The Mother” and 
“Diplomacy: The Father” in Remains. While Remains is condensed, presenting only 
the events leading up to his sister’s death and the aftermath the following year, in 
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After-Images, Snodgrass’s presentation of his family is drawn over a larger span of 
time and is tempered by the luxury of space that prose allows. In After-Images, 
Snodgrass acknowledges the gulf between himself and his father:  
I suppose I, too, may eventually need to make some such reconciliation with 
him, possibly through my children… But I will not pay the accountant for my 
children. You may infer, if you like, some similarity between an 
autobiographical sketch and a balance sheet. Even so, I will not get to total up 
and balance the liabilities and assets, the profits and losses, the health of the 
industry; that’s done by outside auditors (69-70).          
 
If the autobiographical sketch is like a balance sheet, it is also a record of debts due 
and repaid. After-Images represents a payment of sorts, a way for Snodgrass to 
make amends for the pain he has inflicted in the past on the people close to him, 
particularly, his father. In his repeated returns to his parents’ house in his writing, 
Snodgrass makes it the site upon which he negotiates his troubled relationship with 
father, and through it, the family that has provided much of the subject matter for his 
writing.     
Snodgrass’s tenuous relationship with his family was visible even early in his 
work. In “Finding a Poem,” one of his personal lectures, Snodgrass narrates a 
moment of distraction where he found his thoughts turning to his parents’ house in 
Beaver Falls. Hopelessly stuck with the sixth poem in his “Heart’s Needle” sequence, 
he had put it aside until he could decide how else to proceed with it. At a Quaker 
meeting, Snodgrass was annoyed by a speaker who was talking about God in 
sweeping terms. While he was paraphrasing in his mind what that speaker could 
actually mean, he had a moment of realisation about the poem that had troubled 
him:     
Shortly, I heard myself saying that, in Nature, man alone has the choice to 
withdraw from reality in which he lives, and so has the power to die, either 
metaphorically or literally. I was specially concerned about this then, because 
I had recently returned from my sister’s funeral. A shy, quiet girl, subject to 
asthma attacks, she was closely involved with her family, lived at home even 
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after graduation, and was employed by her father. One year after the storm I 
mentioned earlier24, she got up out of bed and fell dead—on the morning of 
the Fourth of July. It would be hard to say why she died. Neither her asthma 
or any of its complications appeared severe enough to end her life—not if she 
had really wanted to go on.  
 
But I was now once again disturbed by this, for my daughter had just had an 
asthma attack. I felt this was her way of refusing her life. (It happens that I 
was wrong about this, but that has no essential bearing on the poem; what 
matters is that I did believe this and was profoundly disturbed by it (Radical 
28). 
 
This rumination highlights a moment of tension in Snodgrass’s relationship 
with his family. Although it was his sister, Barbara’s funeral that he had returned 
from, in speaking of his family as “her family,” and his own father as “her father,” 
Snodgrass removes himself from the biological and emotional ties that bind him to 
his family and the familial home. Subconsciously, he has already “withdraw[n] from 
the reality which he lives” by only associating himself with selected individuals from 
the family that he was born into. However, such ties cannot be so easily denounced, 
for he sees the same illness that took away his sister take root in his daughter, a 
genetic trace passed on from one generation to the next. The coincidence triggers a 
deluge of emotions. Snodgrass chastises himself for his anxiety—he was “wrong,” it 
had “no bearing” on his poem, it was an irrational “belief” that generated an 
emotional response. 
 But it is significant that Snodgrass saw asthma as the common association 
between the two females he felt protective of, despite the fact that he was the one 
who had left them behind. When he moved out of his parents’ house with his second 
wife, he left his sister, Barbara and his youngest brother, Richard with his parents. 
Similarly, he had to leave his daughter, Cynthia behind after his divorce in 1953. In 
Snodgrass’s interpretation of events, asthma becomes his sister and daughter’s 
                                                             
24 Snodgrass mentioned a terrible windstorm on the Fourth of July in Iowa City (Radical 27).  
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physiological reaction to an environment where they had little control—it is a 
resistance of last resort, over the site of their bodies. Indeed, in Snodgrass’s 
representation of Barbara in Remains and Cynthia in “Heart’s Needle,” they are 
presented as vulnerable, trapped by the fraught relations between their parents—
Snodgrass’s parents and Snodgrass and Lila Jean Hank respectively.  
There is a guilt that Snodgrass felt at having left, for he could no longer inhabit 
fully his role as a brother to Barbara or as a father to Cynthia as a result. Yet, 
Snodgrass also felt helpless to effect any change for their benefit, because of the 
emotional distance that has crept into his relationship with his sister and daughter. 
Snodgrass tells of a heated exchange with Barbara in After-Images after a visit to his 
parents’ house with his second wife hit a sour note: He had disagreed with his 
parents about an issue which he could not recall, but “[s]oon afterward, my sister, 
usually withdrawn and mute, accosted me in the hallway, raging: ‘If you don’t agree 
with what we think here, why don’t you just get out—just clear out of here and never 
come back!’”(27) Snodgrass does not go on to describe any reconciliation with his 
sister after that argument, suggesting that relations between the two of them had 
come to a standstill after that.  
In After-Images and Remains, Snodgrass’s description of Barbara echoes his 
representation of his daughter in the sixth poem of the “Heart’s Needle” sequence, 
highlighting Barbara’s childlike existence. In “Viewing the Body,” Snodgrass’ portrait 
of Barbara is reminiscent of his daughter’s asthma attack in “Heart’s Needle”:  
gray as a mouse, crept 
The dark halls at her mother’s 
Or snuggled, soft, and slept 
 Alone in the dim bedcovers (Selected Poems 59).  
 
Just as the “comfortable woolly blankets” threatened to drown his child’s attempts to 
breathe (Snodgrass, Heart’s Needle 51), the dim bedcovers suffocate his sister, 
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reducing her breathing to “gasp[s]” (Snodgrass, After-Images 28). The bedcovers are 
a metaphor for how Barbara was smothered in his parents’ house. Snodgrass 
described it as a house where “no new air would come . . . the big pivoting windows 
were clamped and puttied shut” (After-Images 22). Although Barbara was brought 
back home after a severe asthma attack at college, nothing else was done to 
alleviate her asthma. Snodgrass’s mother protested against anything that the family 
physician suggested for Barbara, from getting the house cleaned professionally, to 
allowing her to move to a place where the air was more conducive. Snodgrass 
claims that the contradicting mix of parental concern and benign neglect at his 
parents’ house in Beaver Falls stifled Barbara, and as a result, she “found a way to 
declare her independence” through her death (After-Images 29). 
Barbara’s death “had slammed the lid on the whole family. From then on, the 
guilts were too deep for anyone to turn back.” In particular, Snodgrass’s father “never 
really recovered” (After-Images 29)—her death hung over him “like smog” (After-
Images 37). Snodgrass reports that he began to have asthma attacks whenever he 
stayed overnight in his parents’ house after Barbara’s death. The disease is the 
genetic trace that binds him to his family despite their differences, just as how the 
same disease is manifested across generations in both his sister and daughter. It is 
this link to his family that Snodgrass seeks to restore in After-Images, despite all that 
has happened between them. However, Barbara’s death also led to a deeper chasm 
between Snodgrass and his family. In After-Images, he says that this episode and a 
culmination of other tensions caused him to “cut many of my ties to [his] family” (37). 
But the extent of this cut can only be fully understood when we examine After-
Images in tandem with Remains.  
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Snodgrass hints at the S.S. Gardons alter-ego in After-Images when he says, 
“When I was teaching at Cornell…I decided to stay in Beaver Falls one summer with 
my wife and daughter. The alternative was to get a job on the highway; it seemed 
better to yield to my parents’ urging and stay there.” (Snodgrass, After-Images 23) 
The mention of the blue-collar job on the highway recalls the prefatory note to the 
first edition of Remains:  
S. S. Gardons lived most of his life in and near Red Creek, Texas. For years 
he worked as a gas station attendant, though he took a few university classes 
at Houston, and later became an owner of a cycle shop. Also a musician, he 
played lead guitar in a well-known rock group, Chicken Gumbo. This 
sequence of poems was collected by his friends after his disapearance on a 
hunting trip in the mountains. From the condition of his abandoned 
motorcycle, it was impossible to determine whether he suffered foul play, was 
attacked by animals, or merely became confused and lost, or perhaps fell 
victim to amnesia. At present the case is listed as unsolved. (qtd. in Wojahn 
199) 
 
S.S. Gardons was the clean slate upon which Snodgrass could write his 
family history. In adapting an alter-ego, Snodgrass rejects the proper name that 
seals the contract of identity that binds the autobiographer and his reader (Lejeune, 
qtd. in Smith and Watson 8), and crafts a fictional identity for himself as the son that 
he hoped he could have been. Gardons was not like Snodgrass, who was tied to his 
mother’s apron strings, and dependent on his father’s handouts. Dripping with 
machismo, he was the kind of son that would have made Snodgrass’s father proud. 
Snodgrass’s father “wanted a fighter” and a son who excelled in sports—Snodgrass 
was neither (Snodgrass, After-Images 31).  
The prefatory note calls Remains a “sequence of poems …collected by his 
friends after his disapearance,” suggesting that it was published posthumously. It is 
significant that Snodgrass thought it sufficient for S.S. Gardons to disappear along 
with Remains’ publication. His alter ego has served his function--Snodgrass never 
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published under that pseudonym again. When he published Remains as a section in 
his Selected Poems in 1987, it was credited under his name. Like his sister, 
Snodgrass chose to slam “the lid on the whole family,” creating an alternate 
mythology of his self to displace the unease he felt of his family situation (Snodgrass, 
After-Images 29). The Gardons disguise allowed Snodgrass some distance from the 
events and people in his personal life that precipitated his poetry. However, that 
distance meant that there was very little that Snodgrass could uncover in terms of his 
own “private thoughts and inklings” from that episode, because so much of 
Gardons’s persona was based on what Snodgrass was not (Snodgrass, “In the 
Studio” 25). Unlike Heart’s Needle and After-Experience where Snodgrass presented 
an “authentic core of self” (Radstone 39) which remained open and vulnerable 
despite the trials he recounts, in Remains, as S.S. Gardons, Snodgrass enveloped 
himself in his resentment, and failed to emerge from it. Wrecked with pain, 
Snodgrass could not see how he was equally culpable in the family tragedy, nor 
could he perceive the suffering of his family.  
David Wojahn sugggests that the Gardons disguise was no longer necessary 
when Selected Poems was published because Snodgrass’s parents had since 
passed away (199). Yet, if that truly was the case, Snodgrass could have shut away 
that chapter of his life forever after Remains. Of all his poetry, Remains fits the bill of 
“lurid revelations” most clearly, marking him as a confessional poet—the very label 
which he resists (Snodgrass, After-Images 9). However, he chose to return to this 
mare’s nest of relations in After-Images, suggesting that he has not been able to 
make complete sense of the impact that his sister’s death had on him.    
In Remains, Snodgrass’s parents are presented as separate individuals--“The 
Mother” precedes “Diplomacy: The Father,” highlighting the lukewarm relationship 
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between them. In “The Mother,” Snodgrass’s mother is presented as a strangling 
presence, whose “sweet dominion” the children have bolted from. Spider-like, she 
controls and manipulates the family through guilt. However,  
the drawn strands of love, spun in her mind, 
Turn dark and cluttered, precariously hung 
With the black shapes of her mates, her sapless young, 
Where she moves by habit, hungering and blind 
(Snodgrass, Selected Poems 54).  
 
Instead of nurturing her family, her misguided actions cause them to become 
trapped, snared in the web of her good intentions. Yet she fails to get any 
satisfaction from this, for she still hungers for their affection, “blind” to the fact that 
her actions have caused them to drift away from her. In “Diplomacy: The Father”, 
Snodgrass criticises his father’s passivity. Snodgrass’s father aims to keep peace at 
all costs, even to the extent of hiding his true intentions and feelings. While both 
portraits of his parents are unflattering, there is an evident anger in “Diplomacy: The 
Father.” Unlike “The Mother” which is written in third person, “Diplomacy: the Father” 
is a direct address, and the tone is confrontational and sarcastic. Snodgrass 
accuses,     
But think: why let your own aid diminish you?  
 As in yourself, 
so in those who take your help, your values or your name, 
   you’ve sought out their best thoughts, their hidden talents 
only to buy out, to buy off. Your fixed aim, 
    whatever it costs, must still be for a balance 
of power in the family; the firm, the whole world through 
(Selected Poems 56).  
    
He is angered by his father’s pragmatism, and compares him to a diplomat who uses 
aid and tactics to promote “a balance/ of power.” Snodgrass is also frustrated by his 
father’s need to maintain a façade of respectability. He tells him scathingly to 
continue to “appear more loyal/pretend to feel,” because such pretence “enslave[s] 
you worst.” Thus, in “The Mother” and “Diplomacy: The Father”, Snodgrass paints 
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his parents’ portraits with a broad brush in Remains, capturing them at their worst. 
They are caricatures of evil and inaptitude, and Snodgrass does not consider the 
other qualities that his parents have that makes them human and therefore, fallible. 
In Remains, his parents become the oppressors in a family drama that unfolds itself 
through his sister’s death, and are unworthy of redemption.  
Yet, in After-Images, while Snodgrass sometimes shocks when he reveals the 
casual callousness of his parents and his strained relationship with his family, there 
is a light-hearted touch and a tenderness in the portraits he paints of them, qualities 
which are sorely missing from Remains. Compared with the judgemental tone of 
Remains, After-Images is more reflective and wistful. After-Images revisits many of 
the foibles that defined Snodgrass’s parents in Remains. Snodgrass documents his 
mother’s hoarding and emotional manipulation as well as his father’s pragmatic 
nature, and how their worst traits push them further apart from each other, leaving an 
indelible impact on their marriage and their children.  
Like Remains, After-Images introduces Snodgrass’s mother before his father. 
However, whereas Snodgrass devotes to his father a discrete chapter in After-
Images, there is no such equivalent for Snodgrass’s mother. In “Good 
Housekeeping” and “Paralysis,” Snodgrass’s mother becomes anchored to her role 
as the homemaker, her presence inseparable from the house at Beaver Falls.  
Snodgrass’s tone towards his father also softens considerably in After-Images. 
Instead of being “the Father” in Remains, he is now addressed more intimately as 
“Father,” emphasising their relationship with each other. Snodgrass says of his 
parents: “Even as I feared and hated my mother, yet I knew I had no choice but to 
love her, so I had no choice but to like, perhaps love, him.” (37)  This is a generous 
statement to make, for Snodgrass’s father was frequently absent from home. While 
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Snodgrass is more certain of his feelings for his mother because of her constant 
presence during his growing up years, he is hesitant to claim the same affection 
towards a father that he does not quite know. 
  Yet, he says that “[d]espite such resentments, I preferred him [his father] to 
my mother—he simply was more likeable” (34). In much of After-Images, Snodgrass 
tries to make sense of loving a father who is distant, both emotionally and physically.  
His softened tone and stance reflect a desire to connect with his father, who is both 
flawed and likeable. A large portion of After-Images is devoted to anecdotes of his 
father, and references to other father figures. In recounting these stories, he sees the 
same difficulties he had with his father played out again and again between other 
fathers and sons. As such, not only does fatherhood form an overarching motif that 
unites the disparate essays in After-Images, it also provides a means of comparison 
that allows Snodgrass to assess his relationship with his father in a more 
dispassionate manner. By explicitly devoting a chapter to his father in his 
autobiography and in mirroring this relationship in the stories of fathers (both real 
and fictional) that he recounts, Snodgrass seeks to re-member a father who has 
been largely absent during his formative years, and give him a place in a house 
which frequently excluded him. Perhaps, only by filling his father’s absence in his 
autobiography can Snodgrass finally declare that he can finally “love” him. After-
Images thus functions as an emotional bridge, connecting father and son.  
Eakin notes that in the family memoir, “the relational autobiographer in the act 
of writing does indeed stand apart, studying family from a distance, and the sense of 
detachment, of separation, that this posture affords is doubtless one of its primary 
attractions” (92). This distance is especially important for Snodgrass, for the fraught 
relationship between his parents that he recounts means that his life story is often 
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incorporated into either parent’s narratives. At each point in time, Snodgrass can 
only satisfy one parent at the expense of the other—he is either his mother’s son or 
his father’s, never both. When Snodgrass won the Pulitzer’s Prize for “Heart’s 
Needle,” his mother took it as a “triumph—the final proof of her excellence as a 
mother,” while his father saw it as the loss of an “heir apparent to his business” 
(After-Images 57). However, this was an interpretation that Snodgrass is unable to 
share. Neither parent could acknowledge Snodgrass as an individual in his own 
right, but saw him as either a protagonist or antagonist in their own narratives of 
themselves as parents. In After-Images, the autobiographical “I” provides Snodgrass 
the opportunity to define himself as a protagonist in his story of his life, away from 
their expectations of him, and to restore a sense of balance in his loyalty to his 
mother and father. Georges Gusdorf claims, “it is precisely in order to do away with 
misunderstandings, to restore an incomplete or deformed truth, that the 
autobiographer takes up the telling of his story” (36). For Snodgrass, the 
retrospective gaze of autobiography enhances this restoration, for he is able to look 
back at his life with the benefit of hindsight that comes with maturity—an advantage 
that he did not have in Remains. Inhabiting the persona of S.S. Gardons did not 
allow for maturity—Gardons had disappeared from life, and there could be no 
possibility of growth, much less hindsight, for the dead.  
There is wistfulness when Snodgrass surmises,  
My parents’ marriage must have been happy at first, while they were young 
and poor. I can recollect, from early childhood, his coming into the room and 
patting her on the rump, and I seem to recall occasional embraces which 
looked really affectionate, almost passionate. But, by the time I can remember 
clearly, the cold had settled in. From time to time, he would make a gesture in 
her direction; this was always met with icy disapproval. She never spoke a 
word of reproach, never said why she was angry; she just turned furiously and 




Although such memories of his parents’ “occasional embraces” were faint, it is 
significant that it is only in After-Images that Snodgrass is able to recall these small 
intimacies between his parents, and not in Remains. Through these small acts that 
he witnessed as a child, Snodgrass tries to imagine a moment in his parents’ 
marriage before he was born. It is a moment that restores his parents’ marriage to 
the union it once was, before the choices that caused them to become estranged 
were made. In doing so, he is able to envision his parents prior to the burden of 
childrearing, and drastically different from the emotionally manipulative mother and 
the distant father that he knows. In contrast to the immutable portraits that 
Snodgrass paints of his parents in Remains, After-Images is more sympathetic. His 
curiosity about the individuals that his parents once were allows Snodgrass to 
recognise that people change over time, and to view his parents as autonomous 
individuals who are not always aware of the consequences of their choices on others 
or on themselves. The sharp resentment that Snodgrass felt towards his family when 
he was a younger writer dissolves into a gentler, probing curiosity in After-Images. 
Deloss McGraw, who collaborated with Snodgrass on W.D’s Midnight Carnival 
(1988) and The Death of Cock Robin (1989), says that while Snodgrass may talk 
about darkness, “the only way he can look at it for a lifetime is with humor” 
(Snodgrass and McGraw, "When Two Arts Interact: Poet W.D. Snodgrass, Artist 
DeLoss McGraw"). And this sense of humour is evident in After-Images, as 
Snodgrass readily pokes fun at himself and his family. Writing about the same 
events years later, Snodgrass discerns moments when the comic and the tragic 
conflate in his life story, and the vital place that each family member has in the story 
of his life.     
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  However, in order for Snodgrass to establish a genuine connection to his 
family, he must acknowledge that he is very much his parents’ child. Unlike Gardons, 
who seems to be immaculately conceived (there is no mention of any family in the 
prefatory note to Remains), in After-Images Snodgrass sees himself a product of his 
family history. He laments that despite his preference for his father, he could not 
“follow his example, imbibe his teaching, trace his footsteps” (After-Images 34) to 
become the son that his father wanted. He is an artist, the “serpent” (After-Images 
49) that his father resents for nourishing as Snodgrass is unwilling and unable to 
take over his father’s business (After-Images 68). Yet, it is through his father’s side 
of the family that Snodgrass is able to trace his origins as a writer. Writing lay “like a 
recessive gene … deep in the grain” (After-Images 64). He says,  
Still my grandfather surely left traces. Not only in those songs and ballads, in 
the simple fact of being a writer, but also in my desire for a countrified and 
isolated existence, for a house in the woods. Nothing of the sort could be 
found in my father’s life. He had rebelled against his father; rebelling against 
him in turn, I came back to his father (After-Images 66). 
 
In choosing a life as an artist, Snodgrass mirrors his father’s actions years earlier, 
when he himself rebelled against his own father by choosing to become an 
accountant rather than pursue a career in medicine or the ministry (After-Images 52). 
Thus, despite the friction between the two of them, Snodgrass shows himself to be 
very much his father’s son. After-Images can therefore also be seen as a gesture of 
reconciliation. In portraying his father’s troubled relationship with his own father, 
Snodgrass sees a reflection of himself, and this allows him to see his father as 
fallible, human and therefore, loveable.  
In the final visit to his parents’ house that Snodgrass recounts in “Your Own 
Footprints,” the tone is unexpectedly light. He returns to the house with Kathy, his 
fourth wife, years after his parents’ death. His niece Barbara has taken possession of 
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the house, and Snodgrass could not help but marvel at the physical transformation 
that the house has undergone under her care. Emptied of its clutter, “its jumble of 
discordances and stifling passions dispersed; light air and calm could be reinstalled” 
(After-Images 180). This description could also be applied to Snodgrass’s state of 
mind as well—it is “light” and “calm,” after he has made peace with his troubled 
relationship with his parents, in particular, his father.  
 In conclusion, After-Images is a reconsideration of Remains. While Remains 
records the immediate emotional aftermath following his sister’s death and 
Snodgrass’s desire to distance himself from his family, After-Images reconsiders this 
event years later, with more empathetic eyes. The portrait that Snodgrass paints of 
his family in After-Images is infused with a gentle humour, unlike his harsh critique of 
them in Remains. Yet, it is telling that he could only revisit this painful episode twenty 
years after Remains was first published (After-Images was published in 1999). Time 
is needed for wounds to heal, and for past trespasses to be forgiven. Through his 
examination of his parents’ personal history in After-Images, Snodgrass becomes 
more accepting of his parents’ flaws, and is able to establish a genuine sense of 
connection to them. After-Images also allows Snodgrass to recover a father he 
knows little about, and to put himself in his shoes. It is also noteworthy that 
Snodgrass chose to undertake this personal project in prose. Although he declared 
that it was because he had lost his ease in working with verse (Snodgrass, 
“Conversation with W.D. Snodgrass” 66), the real reason may be otherwise. In 
poetry, the stanzas delineate a compressed space for articulation. However, to 
reflect on a subject matter that has been pivotal to his development as a writer, 
Snodgrass required the larger canvas that prose offers. 
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 Georges Gusdorf suggests that the autobiography “does not show us the 
individual seen from the outside in his visible actions, but the person in his inner 
privacy, not as he was, not as he is, but as he believes and wishes himself to be and 
to have been” (45). In embracing his parents as flawed individuals in After-Images, 
Snodgrass comes face to face with the anger and resentment he felt towards his 
family as a younger writer. In “To a Child,” the final poem in Remains, Snodgrass 
declares, “I tell you love is possible. / We have to try.” But these lines seem forced in 
light of how Remains portrays his parents’ propensity to hurt each other and use 
their children as collateral damage. In his interview with Robert Boyers, Snodgrass 
told him that he was giving up writing the “personal poems” he was known for 
(Snodgrass, “W.D. Snodgrass: An Interview” 151). However, this is not necessarily a 
sacrifice. Away from poetry, Snodgrass was freer to examine the fraught relationship 
he had with his family from other perspectives that could enable him to embrace his 
own fallibility as well.  
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Conclusion: W.D. Snodgrass and the Problem of Autobiography 
It is surprising that home exerts such a visceral pull for Snodgrass, given his 
“foxy” attitude towards writing (Snodgrass, “Conversation with W.D. Snodgrass” 62). 
In Heart’s Needle, After Experience and After-Images, home is the centre from which 
Snodgrass gains an awareness of where he is, “positioned in space relative to other 
objects and other selves” (Snodgrass, Radical 56). Although Snodgrass wrote in a 
wide range of genres, the presentation of an autobiographical “I” in confessional 
poetry and autobiography forms a significant part of his oeuvre, offering him an 
opportunity for redemption through self-definition. In Heart’s Needle, After 
Experience and After-Images, the self that Snodgrass represents in his writing is 
very frequently at a moment of emotional crisis—it is unvarnished, at times broken; 
and therefore less loveable. In the homecoming depicted in these three texts, the 
home functions as a place of refuge where the self can be at its most vulnerable 
prior to mending. For Snodgrass, self-definition has always been a work in progress. 
Writing poetry, he would say the same things over and over again in his drafts, “until 
I got them into my language, where I could learn something about who I was, what I 
felt—as opposed to who my society and I hoped I was” (Snodgrass, “In the Studio” 
25). In prose, he strove to say “something new,” to give form to “the unconscious 
areas of thought and emotion” that propelled and guided “every important act in our 
lives” (Snodgrass, Radical ix, xii). The sheltered space of the text facilitated such 
self-discovery, allowing Snodgrass to arrive at a more authentic version of himself 
through his writing.  
Heart’s Needle and After Experience, which are among Snodgrass’s earlier 
works, mark the journey of a younger poet trying to make sense of who he was as a 
person and as an artist. Heart’s Needle, Snodgrass’s first book, is pivotal in many 
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ways. The title poem is particularly significant, as Snodgrass seeks to recover his 
relationship with his daughter in his writing. In response to the intimate scale of the 
subject matter, Snodgrass’s voice in “Heart’s Needle” is pared down and almost 
conversational. This voice also marks an artistic breakthrough, for Snodgrass was 
searching for a way to break out of his tendency to imitate Lowell’s highly wrought 
verse. In Heart’s Needle, the journey home is presented through a series of 
departures and returns, a rhythm that mimics the expansion and contraction of a 
heartbeat. Snodgrass suggests that “home” is not so much a physical place, but 
rather, our emotional attachment to others that define who we are. After Experience, 
published nine years after Heart’s Needle, is less idealistic. Snodgrass was then 
recovering from a string of personal tragedies, and this disenchantment with life can 
be seen in the volume’s nostalgic gaze and its focus on objects that are broken or 
left behind. Yet, this is necessary, for After Experience marks a shift in Snodgrass’s 
aesthetic. In its cataloguing of objects, After Experience is a tribute to Rilke’s 
Dinggedichte. However, Snodgrass was unable to embrace Rilke’s aesthetic fully, for 
it demanded that the art object be considered separate from the mundane routines 
and commitments that is part and parcel of living. After Experience also marks the 
beginning of Snodgrass’s experimentation in ekphrasis, and anticipates the eclectic 
range that his works would subsequently take.  
Snodgrass wrote After-Images during his last decade, at a time when he felt 
that he was not able to write poetry anymore (Snodgrass, “Conversation with W.D. 
Snodgrass” 66). This thesis suggests that Remains, the volume of eight poems that 
Snodgrass originally published under the pseudonym of S.S Gardons, is important to 
understanding why Snodgrass turns to prose to portray his troubled relationship with 
his family. Both After-Images and Remains depict his sister, Barbara’s death. But in 
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Remains, the portrait that Snodgrass draws of his family is harsh and accusing. His 
frustration at his family situation was evident in his use of a pseudonym to publish 
Remains, and suggested a desire for distance from his family. While poetry provided 
an outlet for his “passions” and “dislike” for his family (Snodgrass, “Interview with 
Elizabeth Spires” 39-40), it did not allow for empathy. The loss of his sister was still 
fresh in his mind, and Snodgrass was unable to forgive. In After-Images, he returns 
to the episode of his sister’s death, but the tenor is gentler, and more 
compassionate. As an older writer contemplating on the same events that formed the 
basis of his earlier work, Snodgrass was able to adopt a more dispassionate 
perspective and acknowledge the role that his family played in his development as a 
writer. Prose provided Snodgrass with the luxury of space to say “something new,” 
and create a more sympathetic portrait of his family, in particular, of his father.  
Snodgrass passed away on 13 January 2009 from lung cancer. Although he 
was not one to shy away from depicting personal tragedies in his writing, Snodgrass 
chose not to write about his illness. He told The New York Times that he had no 
regrets: “I’ve didn’t have to write anything according to anybody’s dictates or desires 
other than my own” (McDonald). It was a prickly independence that was hard won, 
and a far cry from the young writer eager for approval that he once had been. As a 
writer, Snodgrass was always aware of how fickle readers are. Snodgrass expressed 
a cautious optimism regarding his reputation in his interview with Web of Stories: 
They [the critics] told Frost the same things [dismissing Frost’s poetry and 
Frost himself]. And when he got to be 60, then they all changed their mind. I 
thought, maybe they'll all change their mind. Well, I'm almost 80, and a few 
have changed their minds. I don't know. I just had… I figured I… I'd do what I 




He showed a quiet faith in his writing, despite knowing that he had his detractors.25 
In his essay, “The Size of Snodgrass,” the poet X. J. Kennedy recounts a 
conversation he had with Snodgrass when he took a lift from him during a reading 
trip to Delaware:  
‘De, doesn’t it ever bother you that nobody appreciates the kind of poetry you 
write anymore? Thinks that if you go to the trouble to write in meter you’re 
some kind of fusty crud, some back number? It bothers the hell out of me. 
Sometimes I feel like giving up.” To this bleat Snodgrass made one brief reply: 
a slow and compassionate “Awwwww-w-w-w-w …” that tapered off into the 
quiet of the night (304).  
 
 
Yet, there is a sting to this “compassionate” reply that perhaps Kennedy chose not to 
elaborate on. The long, drawn out “Awwwww-w-w-w-w” from the older writer 
infantilises Kennedy’s complaints, and is a mocking appeal to Kennedy to face the 
brutal reality of how fickle the reading public is. But still, it was enough 
encouragement for Kennedy to keep on writing. True to his “foxy” nature (Snodgrass, 
“Conversation with W.D. Snodgrass 62), Snodgrass himself did not keep to the 
metric verses and the confessional voice that established his reputation as a poet. 
He went on to have an eclectic career, embracing “all ranges of experience” in his art 
(Snodgrass, Radical 54). Snodgrass believed that in order to “belong energetically to 
the world without being an idiot,” we need to “have the strength to live inside human 
limitations, to know that it is better to have lived, even though this means being 
wrong a good part of the time” (Snodgrass, Radical 18). The texts explored in this 
thesis offered a means by which the self represented in the text can embrace such 
human limitations. Confessional poetry and autobiography gave Snodgrass the room 
to be authentic and through it, to celebrate a life well lived.  
                                                             
25
 In his interview with American Literary History, Snodgrass states that “I have received many negative 
reviews; this has damaged my career insofar as that consists of public recognition, awards, influence,etc . . . I 
hope disapproval hasn’t caused me to change what I write” (Hutner 313). 
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While Snodgrass was grateful for the critical attention that Heart’s Needle 
brought to his writing, he had resented the confessional label that dogged him 
subsequently. Despite this, he was frequently credited as one of the founding 
members of American confessional poetry. Jeff Grundy says, “Sheer survival is one 
part of this syndrome, for Snodgrass has long been the sole living member of that 
first generation” of American confessional poetry that included Robert Lowell, Anne 
Sexton, John Berryman and Sylvia Plath (Grundy 153). Indeed, Snodgrass once 
quipped, “I am getting the blame for it [confessional poetry], because I am the only 
one still alive” (Snodgrass, “Interview with Elizabeth Spires” 39). The intensely 
autobiographical themes that these poets dealt with, as well as the turmoil in their 
private life also left an unintended impression on the public imagination. Denise 
Levertov talks about the popular misconception of the creative life in her tribute to 
Anne Sexton:  
One student (male) said to me recently, “I was amazed when the first poet I 
met seemed to be a cheerful person and not anymore fucked up than anyone 
else. When I was in high school I got the idea you had to be fucked up to be a 
real artist!” And a young English teacher in a community told me she had 
given up writing poetry because she believed there were unavoidable links 
between depression and anxiety and the making of art. “Don’t you feel terrible 
when you write poems?” (80) 
 
 The casual tone of the anecdotes she recounts belies their seriousness. At the 
height of the confessional movement, the reading public bought wholeheartedly into 
this myth of the tortured artist (Blake 719). Levertov calls the self-destructive impulse 
an “occupational hazard” (81). She clarifies, “the point is that while the creative 
impulse and self-destructive impulse can, and often do, coexist, their relationship is 
distinctly acausal; self-destructiveness is a handicap to art, not the reverse” (81). 
Many of Snodgrass’s peers did not enjoy the privilege of a long, full life. Plath, 
Sexton and Berryman committed suicide, curtailing their writing careers. While 
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Lowell did not end his life in such a tragic manner, the trajectory of his work took a 
toll on his personal relationships. In The Dolphin (1973), Lowell’s most confessional 
work, he integrated the private letters of his second wife, Elizabeth Hardwick, into his 
poetry. Snodgrass reports that Lowell passed away in a taxi while on his way to visit 
Hardwick after their divorce. Although he was shocked at the news of Lowell’s death, 
he also deliberated whether he, too “would have died before going back into the 
apartment of someone [he] had once loved but then so profoundly injured” 
(Snodgrass, After-Images 112). Perhaps the range of Snodgrass’s career is 
testament to how the self-destructive impulse can be disciplined in service of art—it 
is possible to be a person “full of life and joy,” even while examining the painful 
episodes of life in writing (Snodgrass, “The Art of Poetry LXVIII”). In confessional 
poetry and autobiography, Snodgrass also straddles a divide that has been 
problematic for his peers. In negotiating the boundary between privacy and 
disclosure, he also exposes his loved ones to the threat of profound injury. Elizabeth 
Bishop told Lowell that that in face of the mischief and the hurt that The Dolphin is 
going to cause, “art isn’t worth that much.”26 Snodgrass’s personal works are 
perhaps a similar consideration on the worth of art: the long periods of silence that 
punctuated the publication of the three works examined in this thesis are telling of 
the tension between artistic expression and Snodgrass’s desire to protect his loved 
ones. Each period of silence marked a hesitation as he deliberated if the disclosure 
served an artistic purpose, and if it might “damage people still living” (Snodgrass, 
After-Images 9).       
In his introduction to Snodgrass, James Fenton writes, “[y]ou would have had 
to be quite an attentive reader, a bit of a bibliophile and something of a detective too, 
                                                             
26 Letter to Robert Lowell, March 21st, 1972. 
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to have put together a complete set of the earlier poems of W.D. Snodgrass”  
(Fenton 14). This statement is also true with regard to examining his body of work. 
Snodgrass tended to work with smaller independent presses, which meant that very 
often, the work is no longer in print. Perhaps, because of this, there is very little 
critical attention to his writing. During the course of writing this thesis, one problem I 
had was the limited critical resource available. It is my hope that this thesis 
contributes in a small way to the existing scholarship on Snodgrass.   
While working on this thesis, I also encountered an unfamiliar problem. In 
depicting the real and frequently messy business of living, loving and dying, 
academic discourse sometimes seemed woefully inadequate. In The Writing 
Scholar: Studies in Academic Discourse, a collection of essays about the 
conventions of academic writing, editor Walter Nash notes, “[t]he topics of academic 
discourse—commonly summarized as the search for knowledge and truth,--are 
supposed to transcend personality” (23).  In its demands of “exactitude, objectivity 
and modality,” academic discourse requires that the researcher establish a critical 
distance between himself or herself, and the focus of research (21). Yet, as David 
Bleich points out, it is sometimes valuable to “speak more deeply from personal 
experience, to add this dimension to the habits of scholarly citation and critical 
interpretation,” so that “academic ways of speaking and writing feel connected to the 
underlying styles of our language use, which have rich affective and intersubjective 
features not usually found in academic writing” (41). Perhaps a more transparent 
discussion of our own subject position as researchers may be helpful in examining 
the nuances of the text(s).  
 This is not to say that personal testimony is without its pitfalls. Linda S. 
Kauffman argues against blind faith in personal testimony in feminist criticism. While 
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she recognises that the personal subjective experience should be acknowledged as 
it affects feminist scholars’ intellectual labour and politics, “[b]y insisting on the 
authority of my personal experience, I effectively muzzle dissent and muffle your 
investigation into my motives” (259). Thus, instead of allowing for a plurality of 
perspectives, privileging personal testimony may erase any room for diversity. She 
also questions if such an enterprise is productive—“[w]riting about yourself does not 
liberate you, it just shows how ingrained the ideology of freedom through self-
expression is in our thinking” (269). In drawing attention to our subject position in 
writing, we paradoxically reveal how tenuous and artificial this position is. Hence, 
personal testimony runs the risk of being a self-indulgent exercise that adds nothing 
to scholarship.  
While there are no comfortable solutions, I would like to suggest there is a 
place for the personal in academic discourse. In his introduction to the 1997 issue of 
the Journal of American History, David Thelen admits that while it is “hard to talk 
about personal experience in ways that engage others,” it is possible to rise above 
the individual and the particular--“in the best autobiographical accounts personal 
experience becomes a threshold, not a destination, as authors transcend themselves 
and speak to us” (1217). Perhaps the key to transcending personality lies in walking 
the tightrope between personal insight and critical distance, and acknowledging that 
this tightrope exists, rather than rendering it invisible in objective writing. Admittedly, 
this is an idealistic vision. Yet, while this thesis falls short of this ideal balance, I hope 
that it has been sensitive in its treatment of a masculine perspective on life, and that 
it has done justice to a writer who showed how important it is to remain vulnerable 
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